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FOREWARD

I was tempted to write this foreward backward, just to be an asshole. 

I don’t have much to say here except: contained within you will find nine stories. These nine stories are all products of the last decade of my writing life and they drunkenly swerve across multiple genres, themes, and tones. Some are funny. Some are whoa, holy crap, grim. You’ll find in here family-friendly magical realism sandwiched by short stories that talk about Thai pussy shows and zombie fluids. You’ll find mermaids and lady-boys. You’ll find Bigfeet and bad Dads. I’m all over the map on this one.

Or am I?

See, I discovered that each story was bound to the next by a common thread, and that thread is why I chose the title “Irregular Creatures” for this collection. Each piece offers a look at a truly irregular—strange, bizarre, off-kilter, gonzo—critter, such as:

Flying cats! Zombies! Giant chickens! Candy bar aliens! Mystic hobo hermaphrodites! 

What does that say about me? Hell if I know. Maybe that’s how I see myself (and in a way, how I see all writers): perhaps we’re all just irregular creatures.

Or maybe I just like making up really weird shit.

I’ll let you decide.

Please to enjoy.

 

 

 




  

DOG-MAN AND CAT-BIRD (A FLYING CAT STORY)

 

 

 

It was my third night exiled to the couch when the strange cat came pawing at our patio door. 

The sound startled me. Not that I had been sleeping. Oh, I tried, but lumpy cushions kinked up my spine like a garden hose, and the scratchy pillows pushed Triscuit patterns onto my smooshed cheek. I got up, stumbled over to the door, and saw the little beast sitting there, matted head held low.

It thumped its paw upon the door, meowing and pressing its orange face against the glass like a drunkard who just wanted some sleep. I shook my head no, tried to shoo it away, but the animal wasn’t having any of it. It pawed the glass again and looked up at me with sad, moony eyes.

I slid the door open, quiet as a thief (waking the wife and son would be tantamount to further disaster), then frowned at the cat.

“Mrow,” the cat said.

“No,” I said. “Get out of here. Shoo.”

“Mrow,” it said again.

“I don’t like cats!” I hissed. “I’m a dog man. Go away.”

“Mrow.”

Then it died.

 

***

 

A moment on my exile. How did I get here?

Missy said: “Joe, it’s time to give it up and rejoin the real world.”

I said: “Oh, c’mon, Miss. Like your job is the real world? Answering phones? Getting coffee for the boss?”

I might’ve made a “pfeh” sound. Or a “pshh.”

I definitely added: “Please, if that’s the real world, then shoot me in the face.”

Boom. A wall of ice slammed down, a thousand miles thick and colder than an ice cube in a snowman’s butt pucker. I could see the frost crystallizing in her eyes. She did not yell, she did not flail or punch me or even frown. No, she said one thing very quietly, very clearly.

“From now on, the couch is your bed.”

And so began my exile.

 

***

 

I turned on the porch lights. The cat lay on its side, utterly still, its pink tongue jutting of its mouth. Orange fur lay matted against skin, stuck there with a spackle of dried blood. A number of scratches and cuts lined its body, like it had been kicked through a thorn bush and into a bucket of broken glass.

 “Ew,” I said. I wasn’t a cat person, but that didn’t mean I relished the sight of a dead one. And now? Now I had a cat carcass on the patio. Missy wouldn’t like that. She’d blame me, somehow. She blamed everything on me. I was a lout, a wretch, a pair of idle hands waiting for the Devil’s work. She’d probably say I was a cat killer, too. That I killed it just so she’d have to clean it up.

I tried to imagine what lead to this poor kitty losing Life Number Nine on our back patio. Some wicked scrap with neighborhood strays? Cruel children?

Regardless of the cause behind its untimely end, it was becoming swiftly apparent:

I was going to have to dispose of its corpse.

“Ew,” I said again.

I reached gingerly for the cat, looking for maybe a convenient handle or something--

The cat twitched.

Death twitch, I thought. Cat probably had gas or something.

Then the cat’s tongue sucked back into its mouth.

The mouth opened, and out came a weak: “Mrow?”

I took a deep breath. The cat wasn’t dead. A wave of relief hit me that was fast supplanted by a tide of dread. When it came to explaining this to Missy, a live cat was far more problematic than a dead one. 

Scooping the beat-up kitty into my arms, I could’ve sworn that a shadow darker than night passed overhead. But when I looked up… I saw nothing.

 

***

 

I’ll make it clear again: I’m a dog man.

Dogs are trusty dudes. They’re good people. Loyal to a fault. They’ll drag your supine body off the train tracks before running to fetch help from the local authorities. Before breakfast, they’ll get your slippers and bring you the paper. After lunch, they’ll take a bullet for you. Before dinner, they’ll lick their privates in public, ensuring that you, their Lord and Master, get a front row seat. Why? Because dogs don’t live for themselves. They live for you.

Cats? C’mon. Cats are jerks. Self-interested, lazy little bloodsuckers with passive-aggressive tendencies. Take your cat to the vet and watch how he poops under your pillow two days later. Stop feeding kitty-kitty-pussy-poo the good stuff, and he’ll pee on the remote, scratch up the wallpaper, and flick kitty litter into your Cheerios. Cats don’t care about you. You’re just a food-delivery service. You’re the pizza man and the plumber, and not much else. 

Legends associate cats with witches for a reason. Cats are evil. They kill bunnies and birdies. They steal the breath from babies. They plot your demise.

Cats are bad people.

Of course, Missy won’t let us have a cat or a dog, so what did it matter? “Think about it,” she used to say. “We’d be living with animals. Animals are dirty.”

That ended that discussion. No dogs, no cats. No hamsters, spiders, mice, or goldfish. And most of all, no argument.

Except now, at least for the moment, we had a cat. And as soon as Missy found out, we’d damn sure have an argument.

 

***

 

I brought the cat out to the garage, grabbing the comforter from the couch on the way out. Against my forearms I could feel the cat’s pulse. It was uneven, a bumpity-bump here, a pause, then more stuttery thumps. The cuts on the cat were all pretty superficial – thin razor slashes, itty-bitty nicks – but they were everywhere. Occasionally that pink tongue wriggled out and licked at the air. 

The garage was my world. A hundred square feet of Joetown, Population Joe. It was dusty, musty, and bland. And I liked it that way. The place was my palette, a thrice-dimensioned canvas, a suburban tabula rasa. It was where I worked, where I cobbled together my sculptures of metal and wood. 

At least, it was the place where I was supposed to do that.

I hadn’t done one in – what? Six months? Eight?

But we don’t talk about that.

I angled the comforter onto the workbench, and laid the cat down on it. 

“This is temporary,” I said to the cat. “If you die, not my fault. You did this to yourself, little man.”

I walked back inside to get some supplies. 

In the medicine cabinet I found some Neosporin, some Transformers Band-Aids, and a big brown bottle of hydrogen peroxide. 

“What the heck are you doing?”

There stood Missy. Her hair a tangled nest, arms crossed. One of my old t-shirts, a black Depeche Mode tee from years back, hung loose over her breasts, and I couldn’t help but think, She looks really good right now. 

“Me?” I asked.

“Who else would I be talking to?”

“Well-played. I’m just, uh. I cut myself.”

Character note: I’m a crappy liar.

Her gaze went to my face, my hands, all parts of my bare skin. She frowned. Missy had a special frown that transcended her mouth. Her very face frowned. The brow creased, the eyes darkened. It was impressive, if scary. Like witnessing a storm tumbling end-over-end on the horizon.

“I don’t see a cut.”

“I cut my… back.”

“Your back?”

“Right. The couch is sharp.”

“The couch? You’re telling me –“ She shook her head. “No, never mind. Just grab the stuff and go, I’m tired and I have to pee.”

Free pass, ducked a bullet. I got the hell out of there.

 

***

 

In the garage, above my workbench, I have one piece of art that isn’t my own. Bri-bri – that’s our son, Brian, now a young man at the ripe age of 11 – drew it when he was in 3rd grade.

He had drawn an elephant riding a skateboard. In its trunk, it held a laser pistol. Gun-toting laser-elephant was shooting at, I don’t know, some distant off-page enemy. It was a cool drawing. He had talent for a kid his age, and I’m not just saying that because I’m his Dad and I think everything he does is dipped in gold and tastes like chocolate.

He brought the picture home from school and showed it to Missy and me. We both fawned over it. We’re good at that – we may not come together on all things, but we join forces when it comes to Brian. Wonderparents Power Activate. Form of Awesome Mom! Form of Still A Dipshit But Awesome Just The Same Dad!

Except here, one subtle difference.

I say, “Brian, this is great, this is awesome, good job.”

She says, “Brian, we’re very proud of you.”

I add, “Totally proud, little man!”

And she says, “But I don’t think they make skateboards big enough for elephants.”

Silence. 

Wide-eyed stare. 

Brian plodded off, chin down. What internal balloon lives inside a child’s soul, Missy just lanced it with the hot pin of parental reason.

I told her that you don’t say that to a kid. I mean, Brian’s 11, he watches TV, he knows elephants don’t ride skateboards (though, no promises about the laser pistols). But still, why say it out loud? Why ruin the fun? Might as well just kick Santa Claus in the face and throw the Easter Bunny down a set of steps.

“But I don’t want him growing up with distorted perceptions of reality,” she said.

“He’s just a kid,” I explained. “That’s called his ‘imagination.’”

“Well, I don’t think we should encourage these unhealthy ideas.” And that was the end of that. Door closed, end of discussion, game over.

That’s when I realized. Missy is capital-R Reality. Missy is concrete and math problems and the Ten Commandments. Me? I’m crazy. I’m the pen touching paper, the fingerprints in clay, a smudge of mixed-up color. I’m that skateboarding elephant shooting off a laser gun.

I’m the guy who accepts new possibilities.

At least, I was supposed to be that guy. 

 

***

 

I came back into the garage, only to find that the cat had sprouted wings while I was gone.

This was not a possibility I had considered, nor was it a possibility I accepted upon its discovery. These were not metaphorical wings. I don’t mean to suggest that the cat was feeling better, and might as well have had wings. These were the genuine article.

The wings thrust out from right behind its front shoulders (do cats even have shoulders?). They lay folded tight against the animal’s side, but they were unmistakable in their identity.

I reached out, hesitant, and touched one.

It was not feathered. Rather, it had the smooth, silky down of a baby kitty or tiny chick. Skin stretched from the tip of the wing and connected to the feline’s side. Like bat wings, but softer and prettier. The wings didn’t disturb me. I didn’t find them gross. To the contrary, the wings spoke to a kind of simplicity and grace.

The cat had wings.

“Mrow,” it said.

“Mrow is goddamn right,” I said and wondered exactly when I was going to wake up from this lunatic dream.

 

***

 

I returned to the couch an hour later, once I had finished tending to the cat’s many injuries. I got the animal purring by the end, which seemed a good sign. He closed his eyes and curled up into himself, the wings tucked back so tight they almost disappeared. And then the zoological anomaly slept like the dead.

I, on the other hand, slept like the undead. That is to say, I thrashed about, moaning and groaning, stiff with couch-bound rigor mortis. It was my brain. It wouldn’t stop thinking. No matter what I did – counting sheep, thinking one word over and over again, mediating my breathing – my head wouldn’t shut up. Mostly about the stupid cat. I could sell the cat, I thought. Or sell tickets to see the cat. Come one, come all! This way to the fearsome Cat-Bird! Or bat-cat! Or owl-kitty! Maybe, I thought, I should take it to the vet. They’d be able to look at its cuts, take care of it, and maybe explain to me just how in the world a cat that didn’t have wings is now a cat who has wings, when cats in general never have wings at all, ever, ever, ever. Maybe I should’ve paid more attention in biology class. 

I hate cats.

 

***

 

“I want you to clean out the garage.”

Brian and I both looked up from our cereal bowls. He of the Apple Jacks and I of the Froot Loops. Missy had her fingers steepled over a plate of egg whites and toast.

“The garage,” I said. “But that’s my space. That’s –“

“Joeworld,” she said with a barely detectable (but detectable just the same) eye roll. “I know you love that space. But you don’t use it.”

“Mom,” Brian said, “that’s where Dad does his art stuff.”

Atta-boy, Bri-bri!

“No,” she corrected. “That’s where Daddy is supposed to do his sculpting, but he hasn’t done that in a long time.”

“But, honey –“

“It’s a garage, Joe. Garages are for cars. We don’t keep our cars there, we cram them into an already crowded driveway. It’s time we reclaim the garage for its original purpose. Viva la revolucion.”

“Yeah, no, but see, I’m really going to start sculpting again.”

She poked at her eggs with a fork. “You say that, and then you don’t do it.” 

I thought about it. Her logic was sound. Garages were for cars. That’s what normal people did, right? Like those guys in Boston say: Pahk the cahr in the gah-rahge. I wasn’t going to win this argument. Not that I ever won arguments. I mostly just gesticulated wildly and stammered a lot. It was little match against Missy’s Terminator-like logic.

“Fine,” I said. In my mouth, the bitter taste of resignation.

“I’ll help you after work today.”

“After work?” Cat! Cat-Bird! Bat-cat! Winged Feline Alert! “Wait! No!” I said, probably too loud. “I’ll do it. It’s, uh, not like I have a job. It’s my project. Plus, Pottery Barn Rule, I broke it, so I’ll fix it.” I tried to smile. I think it came out crooked or something because Missy just frowned deeper.

 

***

 

I waited until Missy went to work before heading out to the garage. To do otherwise might draw her attention, and I couldn’t risk showing her that late last night I’d inadvertently scored the family a new “pet.” So, in the meantime, I lingered on the couch in my bathrobe. It was a tattered thing, the robe, pale and green like seafoam or minty toddler vomit. I never changed out of my bathrobe when I didn’t have to. Missy wanted the robe destroyed, as if it were a biohazard. I couldn’t bear to do it harm. I think maybe it had a little of my soul woven into it.

Missy grabbed a granola bar from the kitchen, and left.

I waited for the resultant door slam, engine rev, and Doppler effect. It didn’t happen. Missy came back inside, huffing.

“A goddamn cat,” was all she said. I reeled. It felt like she just slapped me in the face. She know about the cat already? Was she accusing me of something (that admittedly, I did)? Was she some sort of psychic Sherlock Holmes, unraveling mysteries with her Jedi mind powers? 

“I, uhh, the way it happened –“ I stammered.

“What? Some cat left muddy cat prints all over our cars.”

“Oh.” Had she not found Cat-Bird? “That’s all?”

“What do you mean that’s all?”

I didn’t remember seeing any paw prints last night on my way out to the garage, but it was dark and I wasn’t exactly looking. It must’ve been the winged cat’s prints. Maybe that’s where he landed.

I shrugged. “What do you want me to do about it?”

“Nothing,” she huffed. “Something. I don’t know.”

And then, in typical Missy fashion, she froze for a moment, not sure what to say or do except visibly quake. Then she spun heel-to-toe, went back outside, and headed off to work.

 

***

 

Our garage is separate from the house. That’s part of why I like it so much – it sits away, disconnected, an island untouched by the homeland. It was my own personal wildlife refuge, and I was the endangered species. Well, me and a freaky feline.

After Missy left, I decided to head out and inspect the crime scene. Sure enough, dirty cat prints peppered my Honda. Muddy paws on black paint. Either Cat-Bird did a major Waltz all over my car, or she was one of many. Not strange, really; the neighborhood served as home to dozens of strays. I’d seen plenty of cats (mostly black, ratty-looking things) noodling around hedgerows and driveways. 

I thought of Cat-Bird’s scratches. Maybe she really did tussle with a bunch of other cats.

“I don’t want to think about this,” I said to nobody. Then I went into the garage.

A part of me expected the cat not to be there. It was late, it might’ve been a dream, winged cats don’t exist – a lot of potential for it to have all been some kind of major brain malfunction. And yet, I was still somehow surprised when I couldn’t find the cat. I wasn’t accustomed to having my expectations met.

The comforter lay tangled on the workbench. I went over and peeked under it. No cat. I checked by the sheets of scrap metal in the corner, I looked behind my welding kit, I looked under the bench. No cat, winged or otherwise.

 “I have officially lost my mind,” I said, again to nobody.

“Mrow.”

I looked up. Cat-Bird was in the rafters.

“You’re a jerk,” I said to the cat.

It slinked along the rafters, one languid paw after the next. It still had wings – tabby tiger-striped velvet tucked tight to its sides.

“You look healthier. Did you fly up there?”

No response.

“You can’t even understand me, can you? I’m going to sell you to a Chinese restaurant. You’ll make an exquisite delicacy, General Tso’s Cat-Bird. If that doesn’t work, I might give you to the kid next door. PTA rumors suggest that the little bastard likes to cram firecrackers into unwitting animal butts.”

The cat peered over the rafter’s edge and hissed at me.

“Right back atcha,” I mumbled, flipping Cat-Bird my own personal brand of bird.

I decided I better get to work on cleaning up the garage.

 

***

 

A curious thing, work. Did you know that you can work but not make progress? Effort does not necessarily result in any particular outcome. I was supposed to clean out the garage, and I tried that, I really did. I shuffled one pile of scrap here. I moved my tool drawer there. I took the broom and swept up some stuff, only to scatter the dust and debris back to the four corners when I shuffled more junk around the room. In the end, I’d moved things in different places, but I hadn’t actually achieved anything beyond a variance in clutter.

I didn’t want to let go of anything. A nearby trashcan remained largely unfilled.

The cat stayed above me most of the time, sometimes sleeping, sometimes pacing the rafters. Occasionally I stubbed a toe or cut my hand, and this would elicit the now-familiar “mrow” from him. Whenever this happened, I gave Cat-Bird another dose of my middle finger.

Then a little thing happened. A small epiphany.

I was staring at the pile of scrap metal – in this case, sheets of corrugated tin – and I was trying to figure out what to do with it. Most of them were rectangular pieces, full and untouched. Some had already been pared down, parts and slices taken away for other projects. 

One sheet, near the bottom, looked like something.

Something that wasn’t just a sheet of tin. 

It was a wing.

 

***

 

Objects have things within them. I don’t mean on a physical level—yes, an object is made up of molecules and not everything is some kind of Russian nesting doll. I mean it spiritually. A whittler looks at a block of wood not as a block of wood, but as the thing encased within it. He doesn’t choose this thing, it simply is
what it is. Maybe he sees a dragon, an eagle’s head or some geometric abnormality that represents the tense political climate of Cote d’Ivoire. Every item has a potential beyond its form. An artist’s eye is a third eye, and it sees that potential. It draws the ghost out of the matter, spirit from material.

At least, that’s what I used to tell the ladies to get into their pants. It even worked on Missy once upon a time; moon-eyed was she over my artsy-fartsy fancy.

Still. My artist’s eye had been spackled shut with sleep boogers for the better part of a year, now. Nothing has been able scrape it clean and let it see. Except here, now, I saw something in that tin that I wouldn’t normally have seen. I felt sick and excited and more than a little dizzy when I realized what I was seeing. My hands were actually shaking as I went to the workbench – as if on auto-pilot – and fetched a pair of tin-snips and a rubber mallet.

I went to work.

Real work. 

 

***

 

“Dad?”

I jerked my head up, blinking sweat out of my eyes, sodden hair stuck to my forehead. I must’ve looked like Doctor Frankenstein after cobbling together his monster. Time had passed, but I didn’t know how long. It felt like minutes, but if Brian was home… it must’ve been hours.

My son stood in the doorway to the garage. I looked up at the clock on the wall, forgetting that the damn thing hadn’t worked since two presidents ago.

I cleared my throat. “Hey, pal. Just, uh, cleaning out the garage.” I said this with a straight face and a pair of bolt-cutters in my hand. In front of me, sitting on a wooden pallet, was a metal monstrosity nearly six feet high. It wasn’t done yet. I’m pretty sure it was a cat with wings. The real cat with wings was up slumbering in the rafters. I saw Cat-Bird open one eye and peer down at my boy.

“You’re working,” Brian said. 

“Right,” I half-agreed. “Like your mother said.”

“This isn’t how Mom said.”

“I’m just taking a break. You know, like you have naptime in school, I have this.”

“We don’t have naptime anymore. That was like, a lot of years ago.” Hesitantly, Brian approached. He looked at my burgeoning sculpture. “That thing is really cool.”

In the rafters, Cat-Bird stood, flexing its wings. It perched on the very edge of the cross-beam, and stared down intently at Brian. Its gaze was fixed. I shook my head at the creature. The beast didn’t look my way.

“Well,” I said, stepping away from the half-finished metal creation. “Mom’ll be home in a few hours, shall we go inside? Peanut butter and jelly? The forbidden treat? How about it?”

“Mom said this morning that I was supposed to help you.”

Cat-Bird balanced precariously—wings stretched out as the animal peered over the edge with a long neck. In my head, I pictured hundreds of Cat-Birds dancing on the head of a pin.

“You can help by joining me in a delicious PB&J sandwich!” I gave him an obsequious smile. “I’ll squirt chocolate on it. Sound yummy?”

“I won’t tell Mom,” he said.

And right then, I was reminded that this was my son. The product of my body and soul. My masterful accomplice. I hugged him tight. Above me, I saw the cat watching. “You won’t?”

“I’ll even tell her I’m helping you while you finish this. But when you finish you gotta show her, okay? Because she’ll be happy when you’re done.”

“Deal,” I said, unconvinced that he was right. Ahh, the naïveté of children.

That’s when it happened.

A flash of movement above my son’s head.

Cat-Bird was on the move.

Its wings did not flap so much as stretch lazily out. The little beast had a good span on him – easily three or four feet of kitty wing. The cat circle-surfed the air and landed at Brian’s feet and immediately started to purr.

I give Brian credit. He didn’t scream. I would’ve, had some mythological feline descended from the sky and landed at my feet. I probably would’ve let out a few drops of pee, too.

My son just stared, eyes as big as plates. His lips worked, but no sound came out. Cat-Bird tucked its wings back once again and then stropped up against his shin. The animal’s purring sounded like a lawnmower off in the distance.

“Dad,” Brian said in that uncertain way, like when a boy finds himself surrounded by bumblebees or discovers a garter snake at his feet. I reached out and patted him on the shoulder.

“It’s okay, Bri. That’s… well. That’s Cat-Bird.”

“This is weird.”

“I know. It’s a cat. And it flies. I understand.”

The shock began to dissipate. When it did, Brian’s open jaw turned to a smile. He turned to me and whispered, “This is kind of cool.”

The smile was contagious. “I know. But you can’t tell your Mom. Remember how she reacted when I bought you that hamster?”

“She called it a rat and made me give it away at school.”

“Right. Imagine what she’ll do when she finds out I’m stashing a biologically unlikely winged feline in the garage.”

“I won’t tell,” he said, nodding. He knelt down by the cat and ran his hand gently along her back. “She’s soft. What are all these cuts and scratches?”

I shrugged. “Not sure, exactly. But I’ll tell you what, that’s one way you can help me.” I stepped over a bundle of dowel rods and a toolbox, and grabbed the hydrogen peroxide and cotton balls. “While I work, do you mind playing cat doctor?”

 

***

 

A week later, Brian and I were turning in a great performance masquerading like good little worker bees. We threw out stuff I knew I wouldn’t need, piling it all up outside like offerings to the garbage gods. Meanwhile, Brian stood watch as I continued to work on my metal monstrosity, which had now left the realm of existing as a single winged cat, and was now a flock of them. Perhaps a gaggle, passel, or herd. Not sure what a group of Cat-Birds should be called—a clutter? a parliament? an orchestra?—but it didn’t matter. It was like a metal vortex of bat-cats reaching for the sky, massing upward in a funnel of impossible feline flight. It had nearly reached the ceiling of the garage. Soon, it’d be ready for some color.

Cat-Bird – or CB, as we had taken to calling him – wasn’t a him at all. He was a she. Brian was thoughtful enough to look (whereas I respected the animal’s privacy).

Whatever its gender, CB was Brian’s new best buddy. She mostly napped and slinked about the shadows while I worked – but when Brian came home from school, it was like someone stuffed the boy’s clothes full of catnip. Cat-Bird twisted herself in and around his legs, purring like a maniac, rubbing her head under his chin. Brian seemed taken with her, too. The two of them played endlessly with some kite string I found in the corner. I tied it to the end of a Veryfine juice bottle and the cat batted it around. Most surprising was when she batted it into the air, took flight, and batted it back to the ground. From then on, she took to jumping around, flopping this way and that, performing aerial stunts with those velvety wings. Her cuts were healing, too – now, they were pink lines, puckered and hairless. Soon, I figured the orange Morris hair would grow back and she’d be as good as new. Better, even.

Oh, and I wasn’t banished to the itchy couch anymore. Apparently, my work in the garage (or the illusion thereof) convinced Missy that I wasn’t a completely indolent fool. I had to duck and weave a few times, telling her that I didn’t want her to see the garage until I was all done. She let me have that, which thrilled me—though the fear lurked in the back of my head. What would she say when she discovered my treachery? My banishment, I feared, would be eternal. 

Regardless, I took what was offered and I took it without question or hesitation. I found that while yes, I missed the bed, I missed sleeping on Missy’s shoulder and smelling her hair far more.

Things were looking up.

Of course, just as things go up, they must always come down. So goes the law in Joeworld, Population Joe.

 

***

 

Missy returned home from the grocery store and handed me a long slip of paper—I caught a glimpse of a spreadsheet grid. I knew what it was, it was her grocery list.

“Tuna,” she said. One word, nothing else. And I knew what she was getting at, because I had put it on the list.

“Yes,” I said. “Did you get some?”

“You hate fish.”

“True.”

She paused. “Then why am I getting tuna?”

“Heart health.” I patted my chest. I was getting pretty good at this lying thing. “They say fish is good for the ol’ ticker.”

“Tuna makes you gag.”

“Also true. Did you get some?”

“A dozen cans, like the list mysteriously says.”

I kissed her on the cheek, and went back to the garage.

 

***

 

During dinner, thunder rumbled outside. Weather forecast said a big storm was blowing in from the coast. Brian was excited; he wasn’t a kid who got freaked out by that stuff. He liked to go outside during those first storms of spring and watch the lightning, splash in puddles, squash the earthworms. 

Earlier, he asked if CB would be okay out there during the storm. I said she was safe in the garage and that we didn’t have anything to worry about.

As we finished eating (meatloaf, green beans, noodles from a box), Missy got that look again. She was trying to figure something out – her brain was unraveling knots. It was a look I knew well, and was wise to fear it.

“The tuna,” she said.

“Mm. Tuna. Delicious,” I said, wiping my mouth with a napkin.

“It’s gone.”

Brian shot me a panicked look. I had taken it all out into the garage. Cat-Bird was probably finishing up a can as we spoke.

“Sure is,” I said, hoping that my unswerving answer was enough to squash the line of inquiry. It wasn’t.

“Where did it go?”

Brian interjected. “We ate it. Dad and I eat tuna sandwiches in the garage. They’re good.”

It was the wrong thing to say, but I gave him points for trying. Missy’s look of suspicion deepened. Her brows scrunched.

“I just bought that tuna yesterday. You ate all of it? Already?”

“Silly Brian!” I said, mussing his hair. “We didn’t eat it all. We just ate some of it. Like, a can or two.”

“There’s no bread missing,” Missy said.

“Goddamnit, Missy. What are you, a kitchen detective? Sherlock Holmes for the culinary set?” I asked.

“You both hate tuna.” Her eyes narrowed.

“I didn’t used to like peas,” Brian said. “But now I do.”

He had a good point. I gave him credit. When he was little, he used to fling peas away like they were spiders or little turds (or maybe spider turds), shrieking anytime someone dared to put one within three feet of his mouth. Then one day about a year ago, he ate them without complaint. Just like that, a sea change. Or a pea change.

“Fine,” she conceded.

“Really?” I asked. “I mean, good.”

She stood up and started collecting plates. “I’m going to go do the dishes.”

“Thanks, hon.”

“Thanks, Mom!”

And then, plates in hand, she turned the corner toward the kitchen. Brian gave me a nervous look.

“Good job,” I whispered. “We covered our butts.”

“Mom’s kind of scary sometimes.”

“She just gets a little wound up. But it’s fine, now. We’re safe.”

Except – 

I turned my ears to listen. Something was missing.

I didn’t hear the water running. Washing dishes required water. Missy didn’t wash them with magic. She used the faucet, and then the dishwasher. Both made noise, which I now didn’t hear.

Then I heard the front door open and close.

My heart sank.

“Why did your mother just go outside?”

“Taking the trash out?”

I swallowed hard. “It’s not trash day.”

 

***

 

Missy is a good wife and a great mother. Without her, Brian and I would be living in our own filth, eating Ramen noodles dry out of the package. We’d be licking the fake chicken dust out of those little packets as if our lives depended on it. We’d probably be wearing the couch cushions as clothes, too. Still, she’s been less… accommodating over the years. My behavior hasn’t changed much, not even after having Brian. Hers, though? Like a slowly falling portcullis, I watch her personality come down inch by inch, day by day, the doorway forever closing. She used to be footloose and fancy-free. We used to drink wine under the moon and skinny-dip in the neighbors’ pool while they slept. These days, I’m lucky to get her to smile.

 

***

 

I came busting through the side door of the garage. I forgot that I had piled up some of pine boards near the doorway. I hit them, tripped, and landed palms-down on the concrete. My hands stung and I hissed through my teeth.

Missy didn’t bother looking over to see if I was all right.

From my vantage point on the floor, I could see her jaw working back and forth, grinding those teeth. Those pearly whites rubbed so hard against one another, she could grind coffee and brew it in her spit. I’m surprised that, married to me, she hasn’t worn them down to the raw nerve endings. Sometimes I could hear her doing it in her sleep. The noise kept me awake at times.

“There’s a cat sleeping on the workbench,” she said.

I felt a small shadow next to me, and I looked to see Brian come creeping in. He looked scared. Wise boy.

“Did you hear me?” she asked.

“I know,” I said, rubbing my stung palms together. “Yes. A cat. I know.”

“And you haven’t been cleaning up the garage.”

“I know.”

“In fact, the garage is a huge mess. Worse than before.”

“Yeah, maybe. Okay, probably.” She shot me a look. “Fine. Definitely.” 

She still didn’t turn. Her eyes remained fixed on the scene before her. She dared not put her eyes upon us worthless peons. Her betrayers, those traitors of the blood, we were.

I managed to stand, my hands throbbing with every beat of my heart. Brian was looking at something, wide-eyed. I followed his gaze, and found CB on the workbench, standing there, tail forming an unmoving ‘S’ shape. 

Cat-Bird did not have wings.

“Dad,” Brian said.

“I know, shh,” I answered.

“You both lied to me,” Missy said, still staring away from us. “Joe, I blame you most of all, but Brian, you’re not free from blame just because your father makes you lie for him. You should know better.”

And finally, she turned. I hoped for fireballs in her eyes, a frowning maw stretched wide with the tongue within as a thrashing whip. We didn’t get that. What we got was a gunmetal stare and a mouth that had flat-lined. Her brow drooped.

She wasn’t mad, she was disappointed.

Disappointment was always worse. Anger is born in the moment. But disappointment lives in the soul like a septic infection.

“Brian,” she said, “you’re grounded. Two weeks starting tomorrow.”

“Mom!” he pleaded. I put a hand on his shoulder.

“C’mon, Bri,” I said. “We’ll talk about this later. Go inside.”

And then, there it was in his eyes. He was disappointed in me. Or her. Or both of us. His face dropped, a mixture of confusion and sadness, and it killed me. It always killed me. It never bothered Missy, not really. She was prepared to not be our son’s friend. Not me. I needed him to be my friend. It’s why I wanted a boy—so I could have a buddy.

Brian plodded inside, chin to his chest.

“Missy, I’m sorry. I never meant –“

“I just don’t get it, Joe. I always figured you’d grow up a little bit. But I don’t have one husband and one child. I have two children.”

“But look –“ I gestured behind her at the sculpture. “See? I’m working. I’m making progress again, finally.”

“It’s too late for that. I can’t sit here and wait for your whimsy, your muse to strike when it feels like. Have you looked at our bills lately? As it turns out, they still want us to pay them. And you’re not helping. And this –“ She swept her arm out, encompassing my crazy Cat-Bird sculpture. “Isn’t going to keep the electricity on.”

“But –“

“No buts. Tomorrow, this is what’s going to happen. I don’t care in what order you do them, but they are going to get done. First, the cat goes away. I don’t know where you got that cat, but either take it back or take it to the pound.”

“Brian loves Cat–“ I almost added bird. 

“Second,” she said, ignoring me, “is that you are going to the job agency to find a job. Temporary or otherwise.”

“But the economy. And what about the –“

She didn’t even let me finish. “The piece behind me, move or dismantle it. I don’t care which. It’s not staying in the garage, because this is where we are going to park our cars. Like adults. Like adults who don’t need adult diapers. Are you hearing me?”

It was a bitter pill. I swallowed it and nodded.

“I’m not angry,” she said, sighing. “I’m past that. I’m just –“

Say it, I thought. Go on. Twist the knife. Kick the testicles.

“Disappointed,” she finished.

“I know.”

She slid past me – careful not to actually touch my body with hers – and left the garage. I looked over at CB, now looking like a normal, every day cat. 

“Mrow?” Cat-Bird asked.

“Sorry, cat,” I said. I reminded myself that I didn’t like cats. It didn’t help.

 

***

The rain still hadn’t come. The air outside was electro-charged as night came, and thunder argued in the distance. But still no rain. A wind kicked up, though, cold and quick.

I went to see Brian, and I told him we had to get rid of Cat-Bird.

He sat propped up against a number of pillows on his bed, looking grumpily over a Justice League comic book. 

“Cat-Bird didn’t have wings,” he said.

“I think he – er, she – can hide them.”

“You can’t get rid of her.”

“I don’t want to.”

“Then don’t!” He threw the comic book down. “There’s two of us and one of her! We should be able to keep CB!”

The “her,” I knew, wasn’t the cat.

He was right. There were two of us, but I was part of the wrong team. Missy’s words, echoing: I have two children. I wasn’t a parent here, I was his brother, his buddy, his pal. I had to play Daddy. If just this once. 

“Your mother’s right. We went behind her back and lied to her. And that was my fault, not yours. But it is what it is.”

“If you get rid of CB, I’m not talking to you guys ever again.” His eyes darkened, and then he said the words any parent loathes to hear: “I’ll hate you.”

I knew it wasn’t true, but what hurt me most is that he didn’t. He really believed that he would be able to write the two of us off forever. We’d get locked away in a dark box in the shadow of his heart, and he would never touch it again. I knew the threat was hollow, but I also knew he felt it was real. And that somehow made it true, even if only temporarily.

Twist the knife, part two.

“Cat-Bird will be fine,” I said. I got up from his bed, and silently left the room. 

 

***

 

That night, I didn’t even bother with sleep. I knew I should try (Big day, tomorrow!) but I also realized that it would be a worthless endeavor. My brain played host to a whole army of terrible thoughts, tromping around in big boots and clapping cymbals together. I had a wife who thought I was a loser, and a son who thought I wasn’t his friend. I was finally making art again, art that I had to destroy because my mundane life as a 9-to-5-asshole was poised to begin. Worst and weirdest of all, I had a flying cat – a creature on par with Bigfoot or any given lake monster – that I had to abandon and give to a cruel and uncaring world. 

Forget Joeworld. We’re talking Disappointment City, and I am its mayor.

“Coming to bed?” Missy asked as she passed by, a toothbrush sticking out of her mouth and a glass of water in her hand.

I guess I had enough to pay for. Making me sleep on the couch was just throwing a salt lick into a chest wound.

“Soon,” I said.

She went to bed. I stayed on the couch.

I sat like that for about four hours. 

Face in hands. Elbows on knees. Gaze staring at a fixed point that didn’t even exist in our reality.

It was then, as it was a week before, that I heard a noise.

 

***

 

It wasn’t a paw on glass, I could tell that much. It was a hollow, metal sound. A rough whump, followed by a rolling clang. I knew the sound from when raccoons had made a pit-stop at our house on the way to whatever raccoon reunion or dumpster party they were attending. It came from our trash can, a metal hulk of a container whose sole characteristic seemed to be that it fell over all the time.

Just after, the wind kicked up. It whistled, then howled. 

Just the wind, I thought.

Let the trash can roll forever. I hoped it would roll away and we’d never see it again. And it would leave trash everywhere. Screw the trash can. I hate the trash can.

Maybe I was being a little petulant.

I rubbed my eyes, and when I opened them again, I found Brian standing there. His mouth was a nervous crease.

“Hey, buddy,” I said.

“There are monsters outside my window.”

Mm-hmm. Sure.

Instantly, I got it. He didn’t know he was doing it, but he was doing it just the same. He faced a small crisis today, and now he wanted attention. The poor boy was crying out for it. If I could get away with it, I’d see monsters too. Mommy and Daddy would band together and fight the monsters and then we’d get to keep Cat-Bird and have a party.

“Bri,” I said, “you’re too old to be seeing a monster.”

“Not one. Lots.”

“Okaaaay, you’re too old to be seeing lots of monsters.”

He hugged his arms tight. “I can’t see all of them. Just their eyes.”

“Brian, go to bed.”

“Please come in and make them go away.”

I sighed. Of course, I’d go. How could I not? Poor kid looked like he’d not only seen a ghost, but was thrown in a box with a dozen of the damn things. Fine, I figured. Go in, be the triumphant father and scare away the shadowy boogers. 

 

***

 

The shadowy boogers were watching us through Brian’s bedroom window.

Four pairs of eyes: bloody red, like moonlit rubies.

Shadows shifted and writhed behind them.

Okay, I thought, so maybe monsters are real.

“Brian,” I whispered. “Get me your baseball bat. Now.”

 

***

 

Bat in hand, I went out the front door. 

The nighttime sky was banded with gray clouds that circled and swallowed the moon. As I stepped forward, the wind kicked up, its fingers grabbing fistfuls of my hair. I shivered. My body was a Braille map of goosebumps.

I couldn’t believe what I was doing. Did I really think those red lights belonged to monsters? Probably just squirrels. Or possums. Or those sonofabitch raccoons again, sniffing around for old hot dogs and milk containers (and Tuna cans).

This is ridiculous, I thought.

Thunder answered my accusation with a rolling growl.

And then I saw the shape on the hood of Missy’s Saturn, red eyes gleaming. My heart leapt up into my throat, and I took a step backward, stifling a girlish scream –

-- and I made out the shape of a winged cat.

Suddenly, it all came together. The fear fled as I realized just what had happened. Cat-Bird got out of the garage somehow. The garage had a bunch of skylight windows, not to mention a vent and some ductwork. Cats are carnival-level contortionists, and that’s when they don’t have wings. That dipshit Cat-Bird had obviously gotten out and was now wandering around outside, scaring us half to death.

“CB,” I said, clucking my tongue, letting the bat dangle. “I just about peed in my –“

Cat-Bird hissed, and there was a rush of wings as he lunged.

Claws dug into the collar of my robe as the cat hit me like a bowling ball to the chest. I couldn’t see anything, just the strobe light sensation of wings flapping in my face. A wing-tip hit me in the eye -- it felt hard, like it was tipped with a nubbin of bone. I staggered backward, bat still in hand, and my shoulder hit the door.

“Cat-Bird!” I squawked. “Christ! Stop!”

The wings stopped flapping long enough for me to see the cat’s black face and red eyes.

Oh, shit. You’re not Cat-Bird.

The black cat answered me with a mean long hiss, and I saw inch-long fangs in its yawning mouth. I got a look at those wings, too. Black and feathered, like the oily pinions of a tar-slick crow. 

The thing dug its claws in my neck and raked downward. Hooks ripped skin and it burned like fire. I howled and brought up the bat. I gave an awkward whack at my chest and nailed the thing right in the back. It fell to the ground, and true to form, landed on its feet. 

It hissed again as lightning flashed and rain started to fall.

When the sky went from black to white for a half-a-second, I saw them.

At least a dozen others like this one. Black cats with raven wings and eyes like smoldering cigarette burns.

“Dad!” I heard Brian call from behind me, and as I turned to yell at him to go back inside, the cat on the ground shot forward, wings back, aiming right for the boy. Before I knew what I was doing, I had already done it. The bat cracked the thing square in the face, sending it backward like a line drive. The cat tumbled into the headlight of Missy’s car, shattering it.

The shadowy feline hit the ground crouching. Its fur bristled, now wet with falling rain.

“Get inside!” I yelled, and pushed Brian backward.

I didn’t make it inside. I threw the door closed as the demon-cats swarmed me. Teeth sank into my robe. Claws caught my hands. I swung wildly around with the bat, but wasn’t hitting anything but raindrops. The cats were heavy. I fell to my one knee. Inside, I heard Brian yelling, and I thought I heard Missy yelling, too.

A cat bit my ear.

A tail snaked down into my throat, gagging me.

The bat dropped from my hand.

In the distance, I thought I heard the sound of breaking glass.

And then, lightning flashed again. Except this time, the light did not fade – this was no momentary flash but rather a sustained light that grew brighter with every passing second. I heard something sizzle. I smelled burning hair. Half-a-second later, a chorus of yowling wails rose up and filled my ears, and the cats upon me began thrashing and shrieking like ants under a magnifying glass. One by one they leapt—or fell—from my body, each taking flight.

As they fled, my vision returned and I could see again.

One of the cats was on the hood of my car, wings outstretched, its head tilted toward me. Its mouth was open, and a beam of white light came from its maw.

This cat was orange. A familiar tabby.

“Cat-Bird,” I said, my voice a scratchy whisper.

One of the black cats shot down like a bullet, ducking like a raptor bird toward Cat-Bird. CB cocked her head toward the dive-bomber and caught the other cat in that shaft of pearlescent light. The cat jerked backward like someone had shot it in the chest. The thing wailed and sizzled, its body toppling backward in a parabolic arc. Other wails answered its diminishing cry from above.

I looked up.

The air was thick with those dark, demon cats. Dozens of them, now. The wounded one rejoined its swarming brothers and sisters. They circled the driveway like vultures, a vortex of shadow climbing higher and higher. Their wailing rose to a fevered pitch –

-- and then, suddenly, they massed like a flock of crows and flew off, growing smaller and smaller until they were nothing against the dark clouds.

I tried to say something, but instead collapsed upon the front stoop.

 

***

 

I dreamt during that time. I don’t know what it is about dreams, what makes them so temporary, or why the mind is so quick to let them fade. Usually, recalling a dream is like trying to play catch using a handful of sand instead of a baseball – every time you catch it, more slips away. Not this dream, though. This dream was nagging, persistent. It wanted to be remembered.

In this dream, the whole family stood out in a desert.

Somewhere in the distance, we saw a city, and I think it was burning. 

The night-time sky was bright and clear. Stars twinkled, and the moon was pregnant with white light.

Missy was smiling – a rare treat, as rare now as a cat with wings. Brian, on the other hand, looked upset. He appeared anxious, nervously shifting from foot to foot. 

“Everything’s going to be fine now,” Missy said, putting her arm around me. I nodded.

Brian looked up at this, and stifled a small cough.

“I almost died tonight,” he said.

“That’s okay,” I answered, giving him a fatherly punch to the arm. “We’re fine, now.”

“Not if you make the wrong choice,” he said.

He coughed again. A little louder. A chest-cough, and phlegm rattled deep in those lungs. I got worried.

“I don’t understand –“ I said.

He hacked this time, and spit black goo onto the ground. 

“Want to see?” he asked.

I nodded, and realized then that the hawked-up spit on the ground wasn’t all black. It was white spit with dark hairs.

Fur, maybe. Like a hairball.

I looked up at Brian then, and he smiled. He put his fingers in his mouth, curling them around both jaws, and he opened his lips wide. The jaw cracked and split, and deep in the tunnel of his pink throat I saw a hundred black cats, wet and greasy like newborn foals, squirming and yowling.

 

***

 

I awoke to Missy dabbing at my ear with something soft. It stung. She was kneeling on the floor, and I was lying on the couch. Next to her on the coffee table, was the Neosporin, hydrogen peroxide, and a few cotton balls.

“It took me some time to find them,” she said. “I forgot you had them out in the garage.”

She smiled then, softly. This caused more worry than comfort because it recalled the dream.

I looked around for Brian.

“I put him to bed,” she said. “It was a little too much.”

“No kidding,” I said, barely finding my voice.. “How much did you…”

“See? Enough.”

“Cats,” I muttered.

“With wings,” she said.

“And you’re okay with this?”

She laughed. There wasn’t a lot of humor in it.

“Not really. You should’ve seen me two hours ago.”

“Wait. Two hours?”

“It’s almost morning, Joe.” She threw a cotton ball away into a separate bag. I saw the one side was rust-colored. “I had a little panic attack. But I’m doing better now. I can’t quite shake the image out of my head, though. Not sure if I believe what I saw. I thought maybe we should call the police or the news or somebody. But why would they believe us if I’m not even sure it’s real?” I was going to tell her that it was real, but I knew I didn’t have to. Instead I watched as she grabbed another cotton ball, upending the brown bottle of peroxide upon it. 

“The orange cat…” I said.

”In the garage. Brian said you call her ‘Cat-Bird.’”

“Yeah. Yes.” This was all too strange.

“I wish you would’ve told me. I know I was a jerk about the cat, but I didn’t know it was a – well, whatever it is that it is.”

“It’s okay.”

“Well, I’m sorry. Maybe we should think about what we’re going to do with it, er, her.”

A little voice, not mine, whispered somewhere in the dark corners of my head: I almost died tonight. Don’t make the wrong choice, Dad.

“No thinking,” I blurted. “No. I know what I need to do with that cat. Don’t concern yourself with it. I love you.”

“I love you, too.”

“You go to bed. I have something to take care of, and then I’ll be in, okay?”

 

***

 

First, I got a fresh pillowcase from the linen closet.

Next, I climbed the fence next to our property, and in the darkness, skirted the neighbor’s pool. I found their pool skimmer near the shallow end. I grabbed it, and hiked back over the fence.

Cat-Bird was waiting, sitting on the hood of my car.

“Mrow,” he greeted me.

“Yeah,” I said, and swatted down with the pool skimmer. The blue mesh caught the cat over the head, and I pressed down, trapping it. Then I fished out the pillow case, and inched closer to CB.

“Mrow?”

“I don’t know what happened tonight,” I said. “And I don’t really care. The way I see it is this: You really ticked off some evil cats. Maybe you stole their wallets. Maybe you insulted their mothers. Whatever the case, I figure your cuts and scratches were from scrapping with those bad kitties, yeah?”

“Mrow.”

“Mm. Yeah. Well, I took you in, and little did I know you were poison. Your presence put my family in danger. My son, my wife. Not to mention me. I can still taste cat hair. I hurt. It could’ve been Brian, or Missy. Or all of us.”

I was finally at the end of the skimmer. Cat-Bird’s face pressed against the blue net, distorted like in a funhouse mirror.

“I don’t know what you are. I don’t know what they were. But I know it’s starting to freak me out. And you have to go. For our sake.”

“Mroooow.”

“Too bad, CB. You almost had me reconsider cats. Almost.”

Then I slid the cat into the pillow case. He wriggled. I felt wings beat against Pima cotton. 

I popped the trunk of my car, threw him in there, and closed it. I hesitated before going back inside, wondering if I was doing the right thing. He was some kind of a miracle cat. Would he survive the night in the trunk? He could surely breathe. I didn’t tie him up or anything. I almost went back and let him out.

That’s when I remembered the whole dream. Brian’s words, a face full of devil cats, and death.

I put the keys back in my robe and headed inside.

 

***

 

Temptation, compassion, and a dollop of self-loathing made me look in the pillow-case before I dropped it off at the animal shelter outside of town. At first, I couldn’t do it. I itched at the thin-strip band-aids covering my face and arms. I fidgeted with the index card note I’d written, a simple affair that read FREE KITTENS. Then I opened the bag. 

Cat-Bird sat inside, front legs folded up underneath. Her wings had gone again. That made me believe she had some idea of what was coming, if only in a small way.

She looked up at me, and didn’t bother to mrow.

CB just looked sad. And maybe a little confused.

“I’m sorry,” I said, and I was surprised that I barely managed to get the words out. It wasn’t like I stuck her in a garbage bag and threw it in a river. Growing up, I heard friends of my father talk about stuff they’d done to cats. Shot them, drowned them. One tossed a tomcat in a wood chipper. I’m a dog man, but I’m not those guys. 

The cat would be fine at the shelter.

They loved animals at the shelter.

And with her there, my family would be safe.

I bundled the top, pinned the note to the fabric, and left the package there at the front door. I knocked and ran for the car.

 

***

 

The temp agency was a sterile, simple place, disturbing in its minimalism. White walls, gray carpet, buzzing fluorescence. The only art in the place was a motivational picture on the wall of some dude sail boarding into the setting sun. A single word captioned the piece: Horizon. I couldn’t help but envision a shark leaping out of the churn-capped waves to bite that dummy in half. I felt ill.

Peggy, my “career assignment agent,” stood next to the poster. Arms crossed, she stared at me with a lemon-pucker face, eyes narrowed to thin slits.

In front of me: a computer test. As I took it, she watched me like a disapproving hawk—not hungry, not on the hunt, merely contemptuous. I didn’t know anything about spreadsheets. Pressing me on how they were any different than bed sheets was a fruitless endeavor. It didn’t stop me from lying about it, though. I told Peggy I was awesome with spreadsheets. “I am the king of spreadsheets,” I said, hoping she wouldn’t make me take a test. Then she set me up on the test.

Didn’t matter. I couldn’t concentrate. 

My cuts stung. I thought about Brian, and how glad I was that he was safe. And Missy, how I was doing the right thing for her – for us – so we could be happy. I pictured that piece I was working on, and reminded myself to dismantle the damn thing when I went home. No good would come of it. It was only a jagged reminder of those awful black cats and poor, stupid (and entirely impossible) Cat-Bird.

I blinked and looked at the screen. Five minutes had passed and I hadn’t done anything. Spreadsheets seemed to be some kind of grid. A matrix of rows and columns, lined with little data-hungry boxes. I started highlighting some. I drew little pictures with odd characters like @’s and %’s. I made some of them into angry faces. The computer booped and beeped at me. I didn’t care. I felt sad.

I heard a hushed voice say “Debby!” It was Peggy.

She was flagging someone from around the corner, past a hive of gray cubicles.

The aforementioned Debby came into view. The two women were nearly mirror images of one another – frumpy pink blouses, slacks the color of boredom and boardrooms. Peggy was white, Debby was black, but they were united in monotony and tedium.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Peggy point at me.

“Look at him,” I heard her whisper far louder than she probably thought she was whispering. It was rude, but more interesting than spreadsheets. I kept quiet.

“Ew,” Debby said. 

Am I that ugly?

“Those cuts,” Peggy said.

Oh, the cuts.

“They’re strange.”

“That’s not the first time I’ve seen someone all scratched up like that.” Peggy stuck the tip of a pen in her mouth and worked it with her pearly whites veneers.

“That’s sad.”

“You don’t know the half of it. A boy across the street – well, not across the street, but caddy-corner, you know? They found him dead by the pool one afternoon. They couldn’t tell the cause of death or anything, and it couldn’t have been the cuts. But he was covered with them, Lord a-mercy.”

My breath caught in my chest.

“What are they?” Debby asked.

“Don’t know for sure. My one neighbor, Gretchen, said they looked like cat scratches.”

My guts tightened. I stood. I had to know. 

“Weird part was –“ Peggy was saying, but then saw me coming and clamped up. An awkward smile crossed her face. “Are we done, sugar? How’d the test go?”

“Piss on the test,” I blurted. “The weird part was what?”

“Was what what?”

“The cat scratches!” I was yelling, but I couldn’t do anything about it. I waved my hands in front of her face. “The kid? That died? What was the weird part?”

Debby and Peggy looked at one another like they were being held hostage by Charlie Manson and Osama bin Laden.

“He wasn’t the first,” Peggy peeped.

“Wasn’t the first what?”

“Wasn’t the first who died like that.” She looked real scared now, like she was dealing with a bonafide crazy person. Maybe I was. I rolled my hand in a gesture for her to keep talking. “A little girl died a few towns over, in Royersford, the same way. Scratches and all.”

Every liquid in my body turned to ice water. Blood, bowels, spit, all of it.

I saw Brian’s face.

Those black cats weren’t coming for Cat-Bird.

They were coming for my son.

I sprinted off. 

 

***

 

“The orange tabby, I need him – her – back.”

The guy behind the counter, not even a guy but some late teen with acne scars and a mop of red hair, blinked.

“I don’t know that cat,” the kid said.

“Jesus,” I said, “I just left the cat here like, four hours ago.”

The shelter was dead quiet except for the distant barking of dogs behind doors. The place smelled of antiseptic and deodorizer. Beneath it: a funky layer of urine.

The kid flipped through a book. An older woman sat at a desk behind him, typing something into a computer, hunt-and-peck style.

“Wait, you were the one who left the cat here in the pillow?”

My heart leaped. I drummed my fingers on the counter. “The pillow case, yes. So you have her?”

“That was a jerk move, dude.”

“I know, I get that now, I’m repenting. I need the cat.”

The kid frowned and squinted at the book. “Can’t do that.”

“I’ll pay, okay? I’m trustworthy, I just made a mistake.”

“The cat’s dead.”

I felt like a hammer just hit me in the temple. Like a cow at the slaughterhouse, an air gun blasting a bullet through my brain. 

“What? No. No. That’s not possible.”

“Sorry.”

“You’re an animal shelter! Shelter means to protect!”

“Got a lot of cats, man. We can’t take many more, so we put them to sleep if we don’t think we can move ‘em.”

The woman behind the kid looked up, her face scrunched.

“You had her for four goddamn hours!” I yelled. “Did you even try to place her? Or did you just take the pillowcase out back and beat it with a shovel? You don’t know what you just did. My kid – Brian. Brian, oh, God.” I planted my face in my hands. I didn’t know what to do. Cat-Bird? Dead? He was there to help us, not hurt us. I screwed up. You made the wrong choice, a little voice said, and I tried to stuff it into a dark box in the back of my head. The voice didn’t stop: Now your son is in danger. He’s probably already dead, clawed by black cats and burning up with Cat Scratch Fever! He’ll be dead like those other little kids… Good job, Joe! 

As I stood there, contemplating what to do next, the woman emerged from her desk, put on a pair of reading glasses, and sidled up next to the kid. She was looking through the book.

“That cat’s not dead,” she said, clucking her tongue.

“But –“ the kid said.

“Ronnie here’s a jackass,” she said, and she patted the redhead’s shoulder like she pitied him for this. “He’s right, we have too many cats, but we haven’t put the orange tabby down.”

My soul played the Hallelujah Chorus.

“Oh! Good. No, great! I need the cat.”

“I’m not a jackass,” Ronnie mumbled.

“We already gave him away already to another shelter,” the woman said. “Sorry.”

“What shelter?” I asked.

“Can’t say. Every morning, a representative of the state ASPCA shows up and takes any overage or problem animals we have, and they take those animals and put them in whatever shelter has room. Could be any shelter within 50 miles.”

I felt my teeth grinding together. I was reminded of Missy.

“Do you have a phonebook?” I asked.

The woman dug around underneath the desk and handed it over. I thanked her and said: “How about a cell phone?”

“We have an office phone –“ the woman was saying, but Ronnie had already produced his cell phone from his pocket. He really was a jackass. I grabbed it, yelled another thank you, and ran for the door. I was at my car before Ronnie realized what had just happened. Sorry, dude, I thought as my car sped away, the phone book open in my lap. Brian would be home from school in three hours. I had precious little time to recover our feline savior.

 

***

 

Using Ronnie’s cell phone, I called six different shelters. They all had orange tabbies. None with wings, though, and none that had just been taken in that day. The seventh – a dinky animal sanctuary in Pecklerstown – said they had an animal matching Cat-Bird’s description (again, without the wings). 

I spent nearly a half-hour on the phone.

And Pecklersville was a half-hour away.

I drove like I was being chased by the Devil himself. Or, at the very least, a flock of his wayward cats. Over and over again, I pictured those black fiends with their red eyes and greasy wings. What was I thinking getting rid of CB? I stepped on the gas, praying no cops would catch me along the way.

The man at the shelter was an obese fellow with an ironically delicate look about him, as if his flesh were formed from a clumpy pile of unshaped porcelain. He produced a cat carrier and thumped it on the counter.

Jubilant, I looked inside. The cat that was clearly not Cat-Bird looked at me and hissed.

“That’s not Cat-Bird – er, Catbert. You said you had my cat.”

“This is the orange tabby I was talking about.”

I bit my lip. I’m not a violent person, but I wanted to punch this man so hard his face broke open like an egg.

“You’re wasting my time!” I yelled.

And just then, from somewhere in the back, I heard it:

“Mrow?”

“Wait,” I said, holding up a finger. “Cat-Bird. He’s back there. Go look again.”

“Mister, I –“

Hell with it. I launched over the counter, using his broad shoulders as a handle, and shouldered my way into the back. I was met with a chorus of dogs yipping, howling, their collar tags tinkling, but then I saw her: Cat-Bird. In a cage. 

I sprung the latch and took her into my arms. She looked up at me quizzically. Cats, as I’ve mentioned, feel superior to humans. That may or may not be for a reason. The look in CB’s eye was one that said, quite simply, “Thank you for rescuing me. You are an idiot, but I appreciate it nevertheless.”

I took her back to the front of the shelter where the big dude was staring, slack-jawed.

“Found her,” I said.

“Uh. Okay,” the big man responded, sliding over a clipboard with a pen. “There’s a sheaf of forms there I need you to fill out.”

“Forms,” I repeated. “But, I –“

“It’s a formality. Oh, and there’s a fifty dollar fee.”

“Fifty dollars?”

“Did I stutter?”

Cat-Bird in one hand, I fetched my wallet with the other. I opened its leather mouth, and saw four one-dollar bills. Nothing more.

I looked at the form. Not just one page, but many.  

Gently, I took out the cash, and further crumpled it into a little green boulder. Then I faked a sneeze and tossed the money over the fat man’s shoulder.

“Oops,” I said.

“Bless you.” He turned around and struggled to bend over.

I ran.

 

***

 

“We’re like Bonnie and Clyde, you and I,” I said to Cat-Bird, who sat in the passenger seat. “Except you’re a cat, and I haven’t killed anybody.”

She said nothing. In fact, she looked downright nervous, licking her paws, shifting uncomfortably, turning around and around. Not long after we left, her silky wings eased silently from her fur. She flexed them and preened them. Occasionally she tossed me a glance, and a quiet “Mrow?” I tried to reassure her, telling her we were on the way.

I looked at my watch.

It would take a half-an-hour to get home. And Brian was out of school in an hour. We had time. The Devilcats couldn’t attack him while he was in school, could they? Those buildings were like big bomb shelters. But the bus? They could attack the bus. And all those other kids on it. I pictured a dark cloud of evil flying cats descending like a swarm of flies, sucking the breath from countless grade-schoolers, scratching and biting the poor children. Maybe the cats could only attack at night? I looked at Cat-Bird for answers, hoping maybe the miracle-feline could somehow telepathically pick up my distress, and would place a gentle, affirming paw upon my shoulder and tell me – psychically – that it was going to be all right.

It didn’t happen. 

Then I realized what I had to do.

I would pick Brian up from school myself. Forget the bus.

I snatched the stolen cell phone from the dashboard, and dialed Missy’s number at work. 

“This is Melissa speaking.”

“Missy!”

“Joe? Where are you calling from?”

“A cell phone.”

“You don’t have a cell.” 

I’d long denied getting a cell phone, making up some nonsense excuses about cancer caused by electromagnetic whoozawhatsit. But really, I just didn’t want an electronic leash. “I do now.”

“Oh,” she said, sounding pleasantly surprised. “Great. How’d it go at the temp –“

“Never mind, I have to pick Brian up from school.”

She paused. Suspicion dripped from the phone. “What? Why?”

“Well, I just figured with all the troubles, you know, me being stupid and getting rid of Cat-Bird and him getting grounded, I’d do something nice and pick him up.”

“Something stupid like getting rid of the cat? That wasn’t stupid, that was your decision, you said –“

“Yeah, what? Sorry. Interference.” I hissed into the phone and rubbed it against my shirt. “I just need to know, do I have to sign him out? Isn’t that their new policy? Am I on the sign-out list? Do I need ID? Can I just pick him up without all the formality? Because I don’t really have the –“

“Joe, he’s already on his way home. Actually, the bus should be dropping him off right about now.”

My mouth went dry. “What? Why?”

“It’s a half-day. It’s the start of parent-teacher conferences – ours is Wednesday, remember.” She paused.  “Why? Joe, is something wrong?”

“Why is he home alone? Are you nuts? He’s a little kid!”

“I’m just about to leave – he’ll be okay at home for a half-hour, he’s a big kid, he’s done it before. I don’t understand why you’re freaking out about this.”

I told her.

“Missy, I think those evil flying cats were there for Brian. I think he’s in danger. I found Cat-Bird again, and we’re on the way home. I think you ought to go home, too.”

“Joe, this is crazy, this is insane –“ I knew how her mind worked, I knew it would take forever to process this, and she would want to ask a billion questions. Even after seeing everything she had seen, she was already starting to forget that it was a miraculous, magical, mad event. Her head was putting it all back together like it was some scientific anomaly, or a dream, or maybe like it never happened in the first place.

She kept talking, but I tuned her out. Something in the sky drew my attention. For a half-a-second, I figured it to be a flock of geese, traveling like a pointed-arrow, migrating or something. But geese don’t migrate during the summer.

Geese also do not have four legs.

Or tails.

The flock flew in the direction of the house. Off-hand, I counted at least thirty of them. Black cats. Demon cats. I imagined their red eyes. I shivered.

“Go home,” I said. “Brian is in danger.”

“Joe –“

I hung up the phone and stomped the accelerator.

 

***

 

I saw Hitchcock’s The Birds when I was about Brian’s age. The scariest parts for me weren’t all those bird attacks. No, what got me most was when the birds were all still and silent. All those gulls and crows sitting silently on the roof of the house and, nesting on the cars and power lines and playground equipment, waiting there like the avian sentinels of Hell itself.

If Hitchcock were to do a sequel, he could call it The Cats, and he could’ve framed the shot through my eyes.

Dozens of raven-winged cats, motionless except for the occasional flick of a tail, sat upon our roof, in our gutters, topping our lampposts. The Hellcats all stared at me with those blood-lit eyes. I crept out of the car. They all watched me, heads moving with my every step, as I went to the passenger side and opened it for Cat-Bird.

They reacted. Upon seeing her, they hissed. Fur bristled. Tails coiled and twitched.

At the garage window, I saw Brian’s face appear.

I could tell he’d been crying. I held a finger to my lips, I wanted him to be quiet, to say nothing, to do nothing – but it was too late.

“Dad!” he cried.

The hissing stopped, and every cat’s head pivoted simultaneously. Red eyes fell upon the garage. Like a swarm of black grackles lifting off from a tree, the Hellcats took flight together.

They rose high, and then descended, funneling to a cruel point equal to a single cat. Like the bottom of a cyclone. Like my sculpture, I thought with no lack of grim irony.

The nadir of that cat tornado pierced the window where Brian’s face was only a few moments before. I heard him screaming as the glass broke. Joeworld had been invaded. The garage was breached, and my son was in danger. 

 

***

 

I try not to remember the violence of that day. 

I remember that, by the time the demon cats had leapt into the sky with their terrible shrieks, Cat-Bird had already taken flight. The throng of black cats flooded in through that single window and CB dove in among them: like a little plane flying into the heart of a hurricane. She shot forward into their midst, a Garfield-flash of color in a storm cloud of black fur. I watched her tumble as she hit that tumult, her wings bending in ways they perhaps were not meant to – and like that, she was gone, sucked into Joeworld with the shadowy horde.

I remember running forward, sprinting in a way that my stupid doughy body should not have allowed. I shoulder-crashed through the side door –

-- and stumbled straight into Hell.

I remember the chaos. Like falling headfirst through a cloud of crows – shadows streaking, wings flapping, bodies brushing against skin, claws raking clothing.

I remember how my eyes adjusted to the madness, as they might adjust to swimming underwater or walking in darkness. A black cat pinballed into my chest and I shoved it away, hissing and spitting. That’s when I saw Brian. He had wedged himself inside my sculpture, the metal cats just barely protecting him from the real ones. Cats climbed up the outside, screeching and swiping inward with elongated claws. 

I remember Cat-Bird, too, pirouetting up in the rafters, spitting beams of light and raking black fur with claws flashing. As soon as I made her out, she was gone again, lost in the swarm.

I remember pitching forward as one of those awful things fell to the ground – sent there by Cat-Bird, I hoped – and I stepped hard on its head, silencing its infernal howls. I clambered up onto my own sculpture, batting away the yowling hell-kitties, and I thrust my hand – somehow bloodied from bites or scratches – toward my son. 

“Dad,” he whimpered.

“We gotta go, Bri,” I yelled over the din. He grabbed my hand, and I helped him free from the tangle of metal. 

A black cat landed atop his head, digging in its claws. He cried out as blood moistened his forehead. I screamed and reached for the bastard hurting my son—

But just then, Cat-Bird blasted into the thing like a bowling ball, knocking it off Brian’s head. The two cats tangled on the floor, and Cat-Bird opened his mouth and a bright white beam of light pinned the demon to the floor. I smelled burning fur. I saw black feathers – tips glowing with fiery embers – whirl up into the air before turning to ash.

“We have to go,” I said to Brian, holding him close and wiping blood of out his eyes. Another hell-kitty swooped in low, and I punched the damn thing in the face, knocking it backward into another searing shaft of Cat-Bird’s light.

I remember then how Brian shook his head, calling out and reaching for Cat-Bird. I remember telling him how this was her job, this was what she did, why she was sent to us. He struggled in my grip but I wouldn’t let him go.

I remember us running toward the door, my son held low and tight against me. I remember how my heart sank when a pile of Hellcats dropped in front of us, squirming over one another, blocking our exit. I remember how Cat-Bird darted in front of us, one wing dragging behind her broken, and how every time those black cats made a move toward us, she took it out with a sniper’s precision. 

I remember how she looked at us. Her eyes, clear and focused and living with purpose. Then she turned back toward the writhing wall of black-furred demons and leapt like a tiger into the heart of darkness, sharp spears of light lancing out at every direction, eradicating the shadows that stood in our way – it was enough to carve a pathway to the door, and we ran toward it.

I remember light, and fresh air, and the door slamming shut behind us. 

And then I remember the destruction of Joeworld.

 

***

 

We ran from the garage toward the house, and the cacophony within my one-time sanctuary raised to a diabolical crescendo. Those black cats were making a sound cats did not make. It was a chorus sung in Hell, a warbling pop song as performed by Satan’s concubine.

And then the garage exploded.

There came a vacuum sound, like a great god sucking breath into his great god lungs. Then, a deafening silence as shafts of white light shot out of every window and hole the garage had. It blasted out windows, blew out the vents, and knocked down the door. I dropped to the ground, shielding Brian, but it turns out I didn’t need to. The light felt warm. Peaceful, even.

 When we turned around, the door was laying flat on the asphalt, smoldering. The walls of the garage stood, but at odd-angles leaning against one another. The roof had collapsed.

The light had gone.

 

***

 

Later, when the dust settled and nothing else came for us, I went back inside.

Cat skeletons littered the ground, each one frozen in an arthritic tangle. The skulls had those pointed teeth – fangs, really – and every carcass sported a crooked pair of bony, fleshless wings. 

It didn’t take me long to find Cat-Bird.

She was draped over the middle rafter. Her wings were turned askew. Her front paws drooped over the one side of the beam, back paws over the other. Her mouth hung open and her eyes were closed. I pulled the poor creature down and cradled her in my arms, finding no heartbeat or breath of which to speak. I stroked her fur and hoped like hell she wasn’t really dead, that this was just like before, that she’d suddenly cough and gurgle and meow.

Outside, I heard a car engine, and Missy’s voice. I heard some neighbors, too. Later, when they asked just what had happened to our garage, I told them it was a gas leak. All the cat skeletons I kept. Someday – though I didn’t know it then – they would make a delightfully wicked sculpture.

 

***

 

We buried Cat-Bird the next morning.

We had a funeral with just us family out in our backyard, behind the swing set. We all said words. We all cried.

I didn’t sleep the night before, spending all my waking hours fashioning an effigy of CB out of tin. It looked like her – just enough, anyway -- and I felt oddly proud.

On the statue’s chest, I etched:

Cat-Bird, “CB.”

From then until now.

Pet, savior and pal.

Missy put her hand against the small of my back, and whispered in my ear: “I can’t wait to see the art you make of all this.”

I put my arm around her, kissed her cheek, and said, “I love you.”

 

***

 

Epilogue to all of this:

Two weeks later, at midnight, I raced into Brian’s room, and shook him awake. I did the same to Missy. They both protested, but I hushed them and told them that it was worth it.

I brought them to the back window, and we looked out over the lawn. At first they couldn’t see, but soon their eyes adjusted. It helped that the moon was full and bright.

A cat with wings sat by Cat-Bird’s grave. It was not orange, like she was. This creature was calico, with a mottled tortoiseshell face. 

It yowled low and deep, a dirge for a fallen comrade.

We went to bed, not sure what we had seen. 

 

***

 

I have long been a dog man. I still am. We have a dog now. He is a mutt, a patchwork quilt of a dozen breeds. He has a slobbery tongue like sandpaper and he really digs pooping on the driveway. 

But we also have a cat. A regular cat, no wings as yet to be found.

Her name is Ladybird. We love her very much. 

Welcome to the family, guys.

 

 




  

A RADIOACTIVE MONKEY

 

 

“Just drink it,” she said.

Slow night. Snow and sleet came down like slushy piss. The bar was empty but for him and her. But this is where Jonny Stoops found himself, night after night, no matter the weather.

It wasn’t for the drinks. It was for her.

“It’s on the house,” Miranda said.

She slid a highball glass toward him. The liquid within was brown, but not the amber-brown of a good scotch. This was mud brown. Grossly turbid. Like stirred-up pondwater.

Though, it did smell sweet.

“That doesn’t look so good,” he said.

She giggled. “Jon –“

“Jonny.”

“Jonny, listen, you come in here every night, all by your little lonesome, and you sit across the bar and you talk to me. If I’m off pouring drinks, you watch me. I’ve been here for three months, and I’ve seen you here every night. You like me. I know you like me.”

“No, c’mon, I’m just a drunk –“

“You’re not a drunk. You barely touch your drinks.”

She was right, but what was he supposed to say? He couldn’t tell her that he was just passing by outside, saw her inside pouring beer from the tap, when something clicked inside of him. His heart thumped like jungle drums, his blood shrieked in his ears, a wild sound. He had to come inside, had to talk to her, had to be near her.

“You’re a sweet guy,” she said. “I like sweet guys. There’s something between us. Something animal.”

“I do like you.”

“So drink the drink, do me that favor. Maybe if you drink it, I’ll give you a little kiss.”

“A little one?”

“Just drink it.”

He narrowed his eyes to slits, imagined kissing her.

His mouth was wet. His pulse stuttered.

“What’s in it?” he asked. It smelled like bananas and something else.

“Not telling. I call it a Radioactive Monkey.”

“Cute.”

“I know.”

Hand curled around the glass, he pictured her naked. Feeding him the drink. Licking his ear. Hot breath. Rough tongue.

He shuddered, then slugged back the drink.

It tasted like cold, runny dogshit mixed with a mouthful of blood.

With a hint of banana.

She reached in and kissed him on his forehead (the lips, the lips! some small part of him shrieked), and then–

***

He awoke, tied to a bed that was not his own. He was naked, a tangle of sheets cast haphazardly across his thighs.

His erection stood strong and sore. It throbbed; a hammer-struck thumb.

He couldn’t remember a thing.

In the half-darkness, he saw Miranda sitting in the corner on a rocking chair. He heard something move off to his right, but his neck and head hurt. What felt like a hangover hung from his brain like a swaying boat anchor.

Miranda was stroking her belly.

“Your seed took,” she said. She sounded… satisfied.

“Okay,” he said, his voice groggy and slurred. He tried to concentrate, tried to remember, but things just weren’t coming together.

“I’m going to have your baby.”

“I’m not ready to be a father,” was the only thing he could think to say. Did her arms look different? Darker? Her breasts, too, seemed cast in the same shadow. A shadow with lines, with texture.

“No worries, I don’t need you. They don’t need you.”

“Good.” His head was swimming.

“But my other babies do.”

Babies?

Something shuffled, off to his left.

She cooed: “My little monkey babies.”

Shapes began moving, converging at the foot of the bed. At first he saw only two, but more moved out of the periphery and into sight.

Children.

No—his mind railed. Chimpanzees. Or something like them. Chimpanzees weren’t monkeys, were they?

He couldn’t believe he was thinking about this.

Primates, he thought. They’re all primates.

They came into the meager light.

One’s eye hung from the socket on a glistening tendon.

Another had a long tongue, forked; it flicked the air beneath a piggish, thuggish nose and a pair of human eyes.

One climbed onto the bed, using the rope around his foot as a hand-hold. He saw its teeth, sharp and pointed. Lips curled back over yellow fangs.

“They’re hungry,” she said, just as the toothy one clamped its mouth on the inside of Jonny’s thigh. He felt little pain, only numbness, but could feel the warm splash of blood running down and wetting the sheets.

More clambered atop him. Broken monkeys: wild eyes and many limbs.

One bit off his ear.

Then some fingers.

A third–or fifth, or seventh–took a mouthful of his pectoral, sucking the man-breast into its mouth like a whole scoop of ice-cream, the nipple as the cherry.

“Feed, my little radioactive monkeys,” Miranda hissed from across the room. “Feed.”

And as she moved closer, he saw her chest and arms were covered with a dense hair. She grunted something, and in her eyes he saw something wild, something primitive. Something animal.

Then they ate his eyes, and that was the end of that.

 

 

 




  

PRODUCT PLACEMENT

 

 

The glass of the vending machine was cool against Donnie’s head. He stood like that for a few minutes, eyes half-shut. He considered going to sleep. Dumb, given that his motel room was about ten feet to his right. But the glass of the machine was about as comfortable as the bed in there, so it was give-or-take.

“Breakfast,” he reminded himself, and focused his eyes on the treats inside the box.

His bleary gaze scanned over the options. Captain’s Wafer crackers? Probably a good idea given the pulsing hangover that lived in his brain and gut, but the idea of dry carbs just wasn’t doing it for him. Pretzels? Meh. He’d rather eat a handful of sand.

Wait. Oh yeah, there it was. Chocolate.

Damn yeah.

A yellow wrapper caught his attention. Top right corner of the machine.

Flix Bar.

He’d never had one. Never heard of one, actually.

Blinking, he popped his quarters into the slot, and punched the code. The metal coil uncoiled, sending the bar plummeting to the bottom with a bang.

***

Donnie watched the farm report – well, the farm report was on, but who really watches the farm report? – and examined the Flix Bar.

Yellow wrapper, as noted. “Flix Bar” written in blue letters bordered by pink. A little green thing, some kind of alien by the look of it, held up a pair of delighted jazz-hands next to the logo. Big smile, too, on that alien. Purple teeth grinning.

He tore the bar open.

Inside, a dark chocolate brick.

He smelled it. Strong cocoa smell. Or cacao. Or whatever.

Using his front teeth like a rabbit, he bit the end off the candy bar. The taste of honey hit his tongue. Some kind of sweet syrup – not quite caramel, definitely not nougat – connected with the roof of his mouth and he had to lick it off.

“Oh, man,” he mumbled through the sweetness, “that’s good.”

The texture was just right, too. Soft chocolate, wet honey-goo, crunchy flake wafer. He picked a gobbet of candy from a back molar, savoring it, then glanced at the alarm clock next to the bed. Donnie had to move a half-empty bottle of tequila and a pair of dirty socks to see it.

“Ah, crap.”

He was going to be late for work. Again.

***

That didn’t stop him from grabbing two more Flix Bars from the machine on the way out, of course.

***

Bob Horkin, with his smashed-flat nose and puckered butthole eyes, came over and dropped a stack of pink forms in front of Donnie.

“Late again,” Horkin said, sniffing, snorting, gloating.

Donnie rubbed his temples with his thumbs. His head throbbed.

“Mm,” he answered, squinting.

“Tie one on last night?”

Donnie mustered a nod.

“How long’s it been now?” Horkin asked.

“How’s long’s it been since what, Bob?”

“C’mon, Donnie. Since Tracy left you.”

“Week. And one day. Thanks for your sensitivity, by the way.”

Horkin shrugged. “You really knock her up? That why she left?”

“Bug off, Horkin.”

“You gonna get those forms filled out today?”

Donnie gritted his teeth. The guy’s voice was like sandpaper on his frontal lobe. “Didn’t I just say to bug off? Bug off. Shoo.”

“Gimme one of those Flix Bars, and I’ll leave.”

Next to the mountain of pink forms, and only a few inches from the leaning tower of blue forms, sat the two Flix Bars he’d purchased earlier.

“You like Flix Bars?” Donnie asked.

“Always have.”

“Then, no, you can’t have one. Go away.”

Horkin made some exhalation of disgust – a pfah! sound – and marched off. Donnie didn’t need him as a friend. Denying that man pleasure was the only measure of satisfaction he could muster. To bring up Tracy? Low. His heart hurt just thinking about her. Like someone had tied a boat anchor to it, and the weight was dragging it into his guts. He didn’t deserve this. Maybe he deserved the hangover, sure. But not the heartache.

“One of those candy bars for me, man?”

Donnie looked behind him, found Tabor bringing the mail cart with the one squeaky, epileptic wheel. Tabor was huge, hunkered over that cart like Godzilla playing pinball. The fact that the cart was painted white and Tabor was about the darkest shade of black outside of a midnight sky during a lunar eclipse, it only enhanced the visual.

“As a matter of fact,” Donnie said, “it is.” And it was, too, no lie. He tossed a Flix Bar back, and Tabor caught it in the palm of one tennis racket hand.

Tabor pulled up an empty chair.

“How you holding up, brother?” he asked.

“Yeah, let’s not talk about that.”

The big dude’s lips formed a surprised ‘o.’

“What?” Donnie asked.

“It’s your breath, man. You don’t need to tell me how you’re doing, because your breath tell the whole damn story. Smells like someone poured tequila on a dead possum and shoved it in your mouth to pickle for a couple days, maybe weeks.”

“I drank some.”

“Some?”

“Most. All. Just eat your Flix Bar.”

Tabor crumpled the wrapper, shot it at a wastebasket and missed. Shrugging, he bit his candy bar in half. It formed a swollen lump in his cheek as he chewed.

“Like it?” Donnie said. “I figured you might wanna try one.”

“Try one? I love these things.”

“Oh, you had one before? This was my first.”

“Yeah, right.”

“Yeah, right what? I’ve never had a Flix Bar before.”

“Who hasn’t had a Flix Bar? That’s like someone saying they’ve never had a can of Coke or a Big Mac. You living in a cave in Afghanistan or something?”

“Shut up, I’ve never even seen one of these before.”

Tabor pitched the second half of the Flix Bar into his maw and chomped away. He waved a dismissive hand at Donnie. “Whatever, man. You’re still drunk, that’s what I’m hearing you say.” He stood up, swung the chair back under an empty cubicle desk. “Never had a Flix Bar before, my ass. I’ll see you later, Donnie. Stay sane, brother.”

“Yeah, yeah. I’m fine.”

“Fine. Uh-huh.”

***

It was a curious thing, how alcohol cured a hangover. It’d be like if getting punched in the face a second time helped the pain of the first.

He couldn’t do tequila, though, so tonight it was cheap wine. Tasted like fake strawberry. Came in a box. Perfect.

“I’m going to rot my teeth out of my head,” he said to himself as he unwrapped another Flix Bar.

He started to crumple the wrapper, but then uncrumpled it.

On the back, he read: “Made by Perigree!”

Never heard of them, either. Must be a new company, he figured.

As he licked smears of chocolate from the corners of his mouth and the flats of his front teeth, Donnie thought about Tracy. It was hard not to, which was what the wine was for – to smother those thoughts beneath pillows (of rock salt and sackcloth). Drowning was probably the better metaphor, but Donnie didn’t much care.

He wondered aloud what she was going to name the kid.

“Boy or a girl?” he asked nobody. Appropriately, nobody answered.

Stupid kid. Stupid Tracy, wanting to have a kid.

“I’m not stupid.” He licked his lips and reached for the remote. “I’m smart.”

***

The fruity wine, now half-empty, was starting to gross Donnie out. The sweet candy treats – four Flix Bars by this point, he was going to have the worst case of acne – weren’t helping. He wanted something salty. Maybe pretzels, even though, you know, blah, yuck. Instead, he just sat propped up against the headboard of the bed, flicking through channels, feeling queasy.

Buzzing past a channel, he caught a glimpse of something.

Green alien. Purple teeth.

Waggling jazz-hands.

He flicked back.

“—proud to announce the 50th Anniversary Flix Bar! Inside every special edition Flix Bar is a secret code! Text message the code to this number –“

Sure enough, a number flashed on the screen below the dancing alien.

“—and Flixy the Moon Alien might call you back to tell you you’re a winner!”

“What do I win?” Donnie asked the television. Being half-drunk and three-quarters queasy, he believed that the television could probably hear him. He was not disappointed. The screen erupted in colors. The alien put a few new moves into his dancing: a little disco spice, a dash of Travolta, a pinch of roller rink panache. It made Donnie dizzy just watching it.

“You win a lifetime supply of Flix Bars!”

“Ugh.” His stomach roiled at the thought.

Wait.

The 50th Anniversary?

“I call bullshit!” Donnie stammered.

No way this stupid candy bar had been around for fifty years. It couldn’t have been around for five years, much less fifty.

“Screw you, Flixy! Moon Alien bastard!”

Donnie pitched the remote at the television. It caught the corner, and spun upwards in an erratic mid-air pirouette. It hit the wall and exploded into many pieces.

“Serves you right, remote control.”

Sometime soon after, Donnie found himself in the bathroom, throwing up.

Sometime soon after that, Donnie passed out in the tub.

***

His head was ringing.

No. Wait. Phone.

A phone was ringing.

Somehow, he managed to crawl out of the tub and slug himself to the nightstand by the bed. The alarm clock told him it was just past two in the morning.

He answered the phone.

“Guh,” he said.

“Donnie.”

“Tracy,” he said, surprised. His mouth turned to cotton. He felt suddenly very awake, very sober. “How’d you –?”

“Find you? Tabor gave me the motel name.”

“Oh.” She sounded like she’d been crying. “Have you been crying?”

She sniffed. “I did it.”

“What? Did what?”

“I had an abortion.”

Silence. Crickets. Tumbleweeds.

“Well, that’s good, right?” he asked, finally.

She didn’t say anything. Just another sniff.

“Now we can get back together,” he said. It was true. Wasn’t it? Couldn’t they? No baby to drag them down? No sudden pressure to get married, raise a litter?

She said nothing. Nada. Just her, breathing. Just transmissible grief.

“Babe –“ he tried.

“It’s over,” she said. “We’re done. I just wanted – I just needed you to know.”

“Trace –“

Click.

He tried calling her back.

Went straight to voicemail.

“Guh,” he said, and curled up in a ball.

***

At work, everything hurt. The fluorescent light pried open his eyes like a demon with hands of white fire. The demon tore open his eyelids and kicked him in the pupil repeatedly. His mouth tasted of brine-soaked gym socks. His lips were dry like balsa wood.

Everyone was looking at him. Eyes peered over cubicle walls. Whispers and murmurs drifted around; he caught his name, periodically.

Even Horkin seemed suddenly sensitive.

The pig-faced jerk brought by another ream of forms to add to the still-existing pile resting on Donnie’s desk.

His beady stare drifted up and down Donnie, then he laughed, all nervous-like.

“You probably don’t need these, right now,” Horkin said. He picked the forms back up.

“Your voice sounds like hammers,” Donnie said.

“I’ll bring these back later,” Bob said, retreating.

Sometime later, Tabor came up behind him, rested one of those hamhock hands on Donnie’s shoulders (though in his defense, it was as gentle a touch as Donnie had felt, almost as if Donnie would break into little fragments if he wasn’t handled with the uttermost gingerness).

“Lunch time, man,” Tabor said.

“Not hungry,” Donnie managed.

“I think we need to go out somewhere. Right now.”

“Can’t. Work to do.” Not that he was doing it. Stupid work.

“Donnie?”

“Tabor.”

“You know you’re wearing sweatpants? And a robe? No shirt?”

It was news to him. He looked down. Sure enough, gray pair of sweatpants (with a few chocolate stains on the thighs, thankfully upfront and not behind him), ratty hotel robe, and – whoops – no shirt. Sweat beaded in his meager chest hairs.

“Huh,” Donnie said. “Uh-oh.”

***

It was a gray day outside, bleak and bleary and with clouds that looked like hairballs bobbing across the steely expanse. Tabor drove – a hatchback Honda far too small for his hulking musculature – and Donnie sat in the passenger side, lying against the seatbelt strap, moaning.

Tabor wanted to talk. He was friends with both Donnie and Tracy, he said. Wanted to help everybody.

“Then help us get back together,” Donnie said.

“Don’t work like that, dude. Abortion’s some rough stuff.”

“So she told you.”

Tabor paused. “Yeah. She told me.”

“She regrets it,” Donnie said. “I heard it in her voice.”

“Do you regret it?”

“No.” Lie. Big lie. Gigantor lie with crushing feet. “Yes. I don’t know.”

“I’m hungry,” Tabor said.

“Super. I’m sitting here, my head feeling like a rotten pumpkin filled with bees, and I’m pouring my heart out – in a conversation you started, by the by – and now you don’t care and just want to eat.” Donnie closed his eyes and breathed loudly. “Fee Fie Fo Fum, Tabor smells the blood of an English-mun.”

Tabor rolled his eyes. “Man, don’t be that way. Listen, you want to keep talking, then we need to eat. It’s lunch time. I got blood sugar issues.”

“Fine. Fine.”

“Where you wanna go?”

“Not hungry. Don’t care.”

Tabor waved a hand. “You gotta eat something. When’s the last time you ate?”

“Last night. Flix bars and boxed wine.”

“Oh, you a health nut, now.”

“Don’t mock me.”

Tabor started rattling off restaurants – local joints, chain places, fast food.

“Fast food,” Donnie said. He needed some grease to hold his body together.

“Where?”

“Burger King. I think I want Burger King.”

“The hell is Burger King?”

“What?”

“You deaf?” Tabor enunciated every word: “What. Is. Burger. King?”

Donnie felt his pulse quicken. He didn’t need this kind of nonsense. His head was fragile already, a Faberge egg held together with spit and masking tape. Tabor, his best friend – and without Tracy, his only friend – was turning against him, toying with his tender brainmeats.

“Shut up!” Donnie barked. “You damn well know what a, a, a Burger King is! It’s the place! Where the – the King of Burgers lives! Golden crown? Kind of a gay beard? Big smile? The BK Broiler? Jesus!” He pounded the dashboard with the flat of his hand to enunciate how little he wished to be messed with right now.

“You need to settle down, man. I seriously don’t know what you’re talking about, I am not making this up. Tell me. Is there a Burger King nearby?”

Teeth clenched. He was thisclose to screeching like an attacking raptor and pouncing on Tabor with beak and talon (or at least unbrushed teeth and sweaty palms). He sucked in a deep breath. “Burger King. Corner of Redstone and Spring Market. By the entrance ramp to the bypass.”

Tabor frowned. Waited. “Oooookay.”

“Okay what? What’s the frown for?”

“That’s not a Burger King.”

“It’s not a – well, then, what is it?”

“Man, that’s the Burrito Hut.”

***

“The Burrito Hut,” Donnie read the sign.

It’s what the sign said. A slim burrito arch – the giant tortilla dripping fake hot sauce, beans, meat chunks, and for some goddamn reason the giant tortilla had big googly eyes – framed the words.

It wasn’t new, either. The Hut looked weathered. Its purple walls were fading, pocked; someone had sprayed graffiti on the back dumpster. Place was busy, though. Cars lined up in the drive-thru. Parking lot at least half full, and through the glare on the outside window Donnie could see people agglomerating at the counter.

“This used to be a Burger King,” Donnie said. “Like, yesterday.”

Tabor blinked. Eyes narrowed to concerned slits.

“It’s been here forever, you say?” Donnie asked.

Tabor nodded. “Yeah, dude. I eat here all the time. Their Shimmy-Chimi is pretty much the best damn thing since cable television.”

“And you love Flix Bars.”

“You know it.”

“And you’ve never heard of a Burger King.”

Tabor held up his hands like a Vegas dealer, slapped them together as if to show that he wasn’t cheating. “Never, not once.”

“I gotta go,” Donnie said, suddenly.

“I gotta eat,” Tabor countered.

Abruptly, Donnie left the idling car and ran. Somewhere behind him, Tabor’s voice called after him, but it was lost, forgotten. He didn’t know where he was running, or even why, but there was the distinct feeling that something was both chasing him, and he was chasing something.

***

That night, Donnie found himself back at the motel room. His legs burned and itched from all the running. He hadn’t stopped running since he took off out of Tabor’s car, which was easily six hours ago. His robe was soaked with sweat. His sweat pants were soaked with sweat, too, though arguably that was their purpose, you know, hence the name.

He looked in the mirror of the bathroom, barely recognized himself.

Bloodshot eyes. Gaunt face. Mouth frozen in a slightly-horrified rictus.

He was seeing things, too. All during the run, he felt a presence behind him. His peripheral vision caught sight of something, too, like a shape running alongside of him, watching him from behind hedgerows and trashcans. The shadow wasn’t a big thing, no larger than a dog or a dwarf. A midget, maybe. Maybe he was being chased by a midget. A ninja midget. Shit. That didn’t make any sense.

His stomach growled.

“Shut up,” he told it.

He considered going back and filling his gut with more booze. A bottle of whiskey sat atop the television. He decided it would be a bad idea. A profoundly bad idea. He did it anyway.

Lips on bottle, hot Irish fire charbroiling his esophagus.

He pulled away from the bottle such a sucking foomp, and set it back atop the TV.

Then he noticed.

Jack Kenny Whiskey. Blue Label, it said.

Donnie blinked.

There was no such thing as Jack Kenny Whiskey.

And yet, here it was. He’d just had some. It wasn’t far from a trashcan filled with Flix Bar wrappers, and Flix Bar didn’t exist, either. And Burrito Hut, about five miles away. Goddamn Burrito Hut.

That’s where he’d go. Burrito Hut.

“But I just came from there,” Donnie explained to himself.

Didn’t matter. Here, he couldn’t ask any questions of a pile of Flix Bar wrappers or a neck-empty bottle of so-called Jack Kenny Whiskey. At Burrito Hut, though, he could get to the bottom of things. He could ask some questions. Find what they did with Burger King. Was it drugs? In the water supply? A conspiracy was afoot.

He took a few quick deep breaths, slapped his legs to get the blood moving, then broke into another crazy marathoner run out the door, back to Burrito Hut.

***

Public drunkenness, they called it.

Which wasn’t fair, not really. Donnie wasn’t drunk. Any of the lingering buzz from the not-really-real Jack Kenny Whiskey had long since faded when he ran through the front doors of the Burrito Hut.

The bars of the holding cell were surprisingly warm. The whole place, with its cement walls painted banana-colored, and its metal toilet, was actually pretty damn humid. Moisture glistened on the walls. When they threw him in here, alone, the one lady cop told him that the air conditioning was busted.

He took a deep breath. What he’d seen in the Burrito Hut, what he’d glimpsed –

Everything seemed normal, at first. Late lunchers, lining up at the counter. A pair of Hispanics in front of him, and in front of them, a little girl in a side-sprouting pony-tail with her mother busily thumbing numbers into her Blackberry (probably text messaging Flixy the Moon Alien, Donnie thought at the time, a thought that would later become alarming relevant). Manning the single-register counter was a rubicund, fat-cheeked teen with a purple paper hat.

Donnie didn’t know what he was expecting. He had no script. He felt sick inside. The fast food joint had felt constraining, like it was closing in on him.

He got to the counter, and let fly.

What he said, he didn’t precisely remember. Something about Flix Bars. Something about conspiracies. Maybe even something about Tracy. The smell that drifted from the kitchen was a mix of sharp spices and potted meat, a tangy (too tangy, really, to be appetizing) conglomeration of the two.

In mid-rant, that’s when he’d seen it.

Behind some kind of massive pressure-cooker – some stainless steel thing with a line of dried refried beans crusted to its side – Donnie saw movement.

It was a shimmering shape, unreal, a specter. Like those blurry shots of Bigfoot or any lake monster, the details were imperfect, almost incomprehensible. A swath of green flashed against a half-moon slice of purple. Movement like fly-wings buzzing, too fast, too strange. And then it was gone again, blinking out of existence. The cooker continued to bubble and steam.

Donnie freaked.

By his recollection, he did a lot of wild gesticulating.

Maaaaybe some yelling.

Not impossible that he said something about aliens, and then spit on the register.

Mistakes were made.

Worst of all, he hadn’t noticed the police officer that had come in soon after he did and was waiting two people behind him.

And now, here. Jail. Holding cell. Shit.

***

His one phone call, made to Tracy.

It was probably a mistake. He should’ve called Tabor. But while it was irrational, it felt like Tabor was part of whatever was happening. Tabor loved Flix Bars. Tabor couldn’t get enough of Burrito Hut. Tabor probably bathed in a swimming pool filled with warm Jack Kenny Whiskey.

Donnie asked Tracy to post bail.

“I don’t know, Donnie. It’s a lot of money.”

“You only need part of it. You could sell my old Monkees LPs. They’re worth something. The comic books, too. Even the toys! I’ve got a lot of toys.”

“I can’t see you right now, Donnie.”

“Tracy, please, I’m in jail.”

“I know. I’m sorry.”

Desperate gambit time. “I love you.”

“I know,” she said.

“That’s it? You know?”

“I have to go.”

“But – wait! Tell Tabor! He’ll help! Send Tabor!”

It was too late. She’d already hung up.

Behind the sound of the dial tone, Donnie thought he heard a baby crying.

And then they were pulling him away from the phone, and the sound was gone.

***

Things got weird around midnight.

Donnie was half-asleep on the cot in the cell’s corner, trying to shut out the light (the cops informed him that the lights never shut off, not even at night). He was caught in the throes of half-dreams to go with his half-sleep. Shadows of Tracy visited him, but every time she went to talk he heard a baby squalling somewhere and her words were lost. Something about how it was too late, too late, if only. Tabor the Giant came along with his squeaky white cart, except he was easily twice his normal size, and in these partial dreams he kept picking Donnie up and shoving him in the cart, murmuring something about a “mail call.” Sometimes, Donnie felt the taste of a Flix Bar in his mouth, or the burn of Jack Kenny Whiskey down his throat, or the sickly sweet scent of Grade-E-but-Edible Tex-Mex fiesta meat from the diabolical Burrito Hut. Other sensations visited him, too, ones he couldn’t explain: the nasal tang of an unknown perfume, tinny electro-pop music like which he’d never heard, the mysterious taste of a falafel (he was certain it was a falafel, though he’d never eaten, or frankly seen, a falafel before).

And then he saw them.

Moon Aliens, like Flixy.

Seven of them.

Except they weren’t cartoons – he caught a glimpse of pinched reptilian flesh, and white fangs stained with grape-colored smears – and they came at him, hands reaching, stubby fingers wagging in the humid jail cell heat, and they shimmered as if seen behind a gauzy haze of heat rising off a blistering highway–

And Donnie wondered when this dream would move on and give way toward something even stranger.

But the dream did not move on.

Green hands that smelled of metal and chocolate covered his face.

He tried to cry out.

The lights went out.

And that’s when things got really weird.

***

Lights coruscated all around him. Each flash felt like it cut straight to his cerebral cortex, burning an image into his brain.

He saw flying babies zip past him. Cherubic grins. Fat faces. Curious hands reaching for him as they zoomed by.

His guts felt like taffy.

And it felt like someone was trying to pull that gut-taffy out of his body through his mouth, ears, and anus.

Then – a pop sound, preceded by a faint sucking noise, like the one Donnie’s lips made when he pried them free of the Jack Kenny bottle.

All was dark, at least for a little while.

***

“Some people do not react well to change.”

Donnie lurched upright. His head swam, vision dipped.

The room was long, narrow, with walls of steel and a faint blue light suffused throughout. At the margins of the room, Donnie saw several of the Moon Aliens shuffling back and forth, grunting like piglets with slop in their mouths and noses. The Flixies chattered back and forth, sometimes clacking their empurpled teeth.

At the far end of the room – the end Donnie sat facing – was a pull-down screen. At the other end of the room blinked the winking eye of a projector.

Projected on the screen was an image Donnie couldn’t quite parse.

It seemed to be a generic gray and black 9-Volt battery with a pair of googly eyes, like the ones glued to a cheap arts-and-crafts doll. The fake eyes looked this way, and that.

“I’m on drugs,” Donnie whispered.

“You’re not on drugs,” the battery said. He knew the battery said it because with each word – each syllable, really – the battery pulsed with white light.

“You’re a battery.”

“I am merely an image you would understand. Were I to show you my true form, your human mind would explode into a thousand personalities and leave you wailing in a pile of your own fetid mess.”
 Gently, Donnie stood.

“I’ve lost my mind,” he said.

“You’ve not lost your mind,” the battery asserted.

The Flixies chuffed and snorted in what might have been agreement.

One of them casually ate what appeared to be a chimichanga. Another displayed its beckoning jazz hands.

“That’s a chimichanga,” Donnie said, wide-eyed.

“Yes,” the battery confirmed.

The room was silent for a little while, except for the snorfling breathing of the two dozen or so Flixies shifting from one stubby green foot to another.

Swallowing hard, Donnie said: “A little help here? If I’m not high, and I’m not crazy, then –?”

“As I said, some people do not react well to change. These people – like you — are the ones who cannot properly compute the dimensional shifts.”

“Dimensional shifts.”

“Yes,” the battery said. “The subtle alterations to the fabric of your reality are performed through delicate dimensional shifts. Ninety-nine percent of people accept these changes without thought or concern.”

“And I’m part of the one percent?”

“Yes.”

Silence again as Donnie regarded the googly-eyed battery. The battery may have regarded him in return, but it was hard to tell, what with the googly-eyes and all.

Suddenly, Donnie snapped his fingers. “Flix Bars! I bet they’re part of the subtle alterations of dimensional, you know, whatever. Right?”

“Yes. Flix Bars, Burrito Hut, Jack Kenny Whiskey, Ganymede Electronics, Vaginex Creams, Lung Sui-Wu Cookery Sets, Cowboy Tom’s Microwave Falaf –“

“Okay, okay, you can stop. All those products are now in our dimension? And they weren’t before?”

“Yes, but not just your dimension. We established a product roll-out covering four hundred Earth-based dimensions, as pioneered by the Perigree Corporation, which is owned by the Jimza Conglomerate, which is owned by the Meiner-Schiften People, which is owned by –“

“All right!” Donnie barked. “This is a little much for me to handle.”

“Sorry.”

“It’s fine. Why are these products now in our dimension?”

“Money. More dimensions means more sales. More sales, higher stock.”

“I’d like to just go home, now,” Donnie said, and it was true. He didn’t feel well. He was dressed in a robe in some alien ship or dimensional box, and he really didn’t belong here. He said as much to the battery.

“No,” the battery pulsed. “I’m afraid we have to destroy you.”

“But –!”

“What we’re doing goes against the Quantum Code as established by Earth Seven in the Year of the Dragon, 1976. We cannot have you blowing the whistle.”

Movement to his left and right. The Flixies shuffled cautiously toward him, purple-smear teeth glowing weirdly in the bluish light. Some of them held knives that could’ve doubled as Satanic gynecological equipment.

“But – why? Why did you even bother to bring me here?”

“All sentient creatures deserve knowledge.”

“But by telling me this, that means you have to kill me!”

“Yes. Knowledge has its price.”

The Flixies pounced. Hands grabbed at him and dragged him down. Teeth clacked and chomped at one another; some kind of mad language. He saw the glint of a blade moving toward his heart.

“Wait!” he cried. “Let’s make a deal! Please!”

The Flixies stopped, as if hearing an unspoken cue.

“You can offer us nothing,” the battery declared.

“No,” Donnie stammered, “but you can offer me something.”

“I do not understand.”

“If you grant me a favor, then you’ve got me on the hook. Suddenly, I’m in your pocket! I won’t tell anybody anything if I’m in your pocket! That way, you don’t have to destroy me! Killing me is probably illegal, too, right? Some, uh, Quantum Code violation?”

The battery seemed to think about this.

The googly-eyes narrowed.

“Yes. It is a violation.”

“It can be a mutual pact. A deal. I’ll keep quiet. Just help me with one thing.”

“Tell me this thing,” the battery demanded.

So Donnie told him.

***

The baby cried. The sound was joyous.

Slick with goo and red as a sliced beet, the little tow-head wriggled and sobbed and clenched his corn-sized toes.

Tracy looked spent, utterly so, but her face was beaming nevertheless. A nurse swabbed sweat from her glistening brow. Outside the window of the hospital room, Tabor’s big shape and shadow could be seen dutifully pacing, the task of a good friend.

The presence of his new son was going to be a big change. It’d require real responsibility. Donnie knew he was wearing the Big Boy Pants – the Daddy Pants – now, and that nothing would ever be the same.

But he was ready for the change.

The talking battery be damned.

Of course, the deal had some complications. Tracy had already had an abortion in this dimension, the battery explained. The baby was gone. To comply with Donnie’s request, they had to pluck another Tracy – the most similar Tracy they could find – from another Earth and, well, trade the two of them. It was fine. The battery told him that neither Tracy would know. Both would be happy in both continuums, whatever a ‘continuum’ was.

The nurse gave Tracy the baby. The doctor handed off the umbilicus.

Once in Tracy’s embrace, their son stopped crying and seemed to settle into a kind of happy gurgling.

Donnie leaned in and stroked her brow.

“What do you want to name him?” he asked Tracy.

She thought about it for a moment as a single happy tear rolled down her cheek.

“Flixy,” she said, finally.

Donnie started to laugh, it was funny, though uncomfortable-funny, but then he saw a faint shimmer around his new son, and the pink babyflesh became for a moment a strange hue of Iguana green, and he saw a flash of purple teeth reaching for Tracy’s breast beneath the sheet. Then the shimmer extended upwards to Tracy, too, and he saw her smeared teeth and green skin as she smiled.

Then it was gone. The haze dissipated, and his wife and son were back again.

A little voice in his head told him to run, run. Break into a hard run and never come back.

But he suppressed it.

“I like change,” he croaked. He shuddered. “Change is good.”

At least they gave him that lifetime supply of Flix Bars.

Drawing a deep breath, he reached toward Tracy and their new son, Flixy.
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1.

On my way to work I drive down past Ashbrook Lane. I go past that little yellow real estate office with the guy out front dressed like a dollar sign. I pass by the party supply store and the Pet Palace.

Somewhere along the way, every day, I see this guy. Something isn’t right with this guy. He’s maybe sick or got some other problem. He wears a pair of jeans all torn up and fringy at the bottom. Even now, with that October cold coming in, he wears a flannel shirt, unbuttoned, a gray-belly paunch sticking out.

Every day, I catch him before he makes it to the China Skillet, that little fast-foody, can’t-sit-down joint with the greasy Tso’s chicken. I wait in the alley between China Skillet and the Kinko’s clone. The guy passes by me, and I drag him into the alleyway, and I beat him with a tire iron. Sometimes, I stab him with a kitchen knife.

I do this every day.

I think it’s starting to affect me.

2.

It was two Tuesdays ago that Mary asked me if I was doing okay. I told her I was.

“You don’t look so good,” she said.

“I feel fine.”

“I had to wash your pants again.” She sounded a little annoyed. Sometimes, when I destroy the guy, he gets stuff on me. Yellow stuff. Kind of like butterscotch pudding, but with veins of red in it.

“I know. I tried to wipe it off, but…”

“And it’s just mud?”

“Just mud,” I said. “The parking lot at work is falling apart, and they won’t pay to fix it. It’s muddy. I step in mud.”

And she left it at that, but I caught her looking at me strange a few times before bed.

3.

It’s maybe like that movie with Bill Murray and the groundhog. Not the golf one. The other one.

He’s out there again.

I catch him at the mouth of the alley and drag him in. The dumpster smells like rotten garlic and ginger.

“Guh!” he says to me. He can’t talk. He opens his fishy mouth and clacks those moldy chompers at me.

I kick him in the knee and the cap pops like rotten wood. The leg folds backward and he topples. I hit him in the head with the tire iron. It’s easier than squashing a pumpkin.

4.

I watch TV every night – Wheel of Fortune, Jeopardy, and the news. I always wait for the news to say something about this guy. But nobody ever does. I don’t think people can even see what I’m doing. He passes them by and they don’t look at him. They walk right by the alley as I beat him or cut him into pieces and leave him there. The first few times, I moved the parts. But that was too messy. Plus, they’re usually gone by the next day anyway.

Nobody cares.

“What’s this?” Mary asks.

I look up and find her holding a sandwich baggy. In it is a sandwich. My sandwich.

“Oh,” I say.

“You didn’t eat it?”

“Guess not.”

“It’s ham and swiss. Why didn’t you eat it?”

“Wasn’t hungry.”

I wonder if the guy would eat the sandwich. I consider trying to feed it to him the next day, but I just end up cutting his head off with a camper hatchet.

5.

I decide not to drag him into the alley. Instead, I beat him into a paste right out on the sidewalk. I step on his hand, and it doesn’t crunch as hard as it should. Bones should crunch. This just feels like Styrofoam peanuts in a sock full of jelly.

People move around us, like we’re doing construction work or something.

6.

“You missed work,” Mary says.

“No, I went,” I say. I can’t really remember going. But I know I went. It was part of my routine. Work was part of me.

“They called looking for you. Where’d you go today?”

“I don’t know.” Shit. This wasn’t good.

“This isn’t good,” she says, echoing my brain.

“I’ll go tomorrow.”

7.

I don’t go to work the next day.

It’s weird. I do my business with the guy. I just use my hands this time and it’s not really that effective. It works, but it’s too much trouble to pull him apart like that. He just keeps wanting to move away from me, even when I’m grabbing handfuls of gut flesh and just pulling it away from him like it was moist pot roast.

And then I stay in the alley.

I don’t go to my car.

I don’t go to work.

An hour later, the guy shows up again. He looks the same. Purpled tongue jutting from gray lips. Sores all over. Same drunken stagger, same throat-buried grunts and groans.

And I slam his head in the dumpster. It pops off and lands on a bed of rancid bok choy.

8.

Mary cries when I get home. The sun is coming up. She’s weeping and beating my chest, then she’s hugging me and asking me where I’ve been. I just move past her and get out the set of golf clubs from the bedroom closet.

She says something about me being gone for days, but I know that’s not possible. Mary is maybe a little crazy sometimes.

9.

I sit in the driver’s side, and I think about the guy for a little while. Who is he? Why does he do this every day? He’s fallen into such an awful routine. How did he get this way? How does he keep coming back?

For a little while, I think maybe about asking him these questions. It’s rare that I give him any chance to say anything at all. Maybe I should, I think. Maybe I need to give him the opportunity to explain himself. I look over at the passenger side and see several baggies of sandwiches sitting there. On half of them, the bread is green. Could be the guy is hungry. I itch a sore on my hand and lick it. It tastes funky, but it isn’t the worst. Mary’s right. I don’t look so good.

This time, I decide I’m going to ask him what’s up. I’m going to talk to this guy, find out everything I need to know. And I’m going to give him a sandwich.

As I think this, I go to my trunk and get out a nine-iron. I leave the sandwiches behind.

 

 

 




  

MISTER MHU’S PUSSY SHOW

 

 

 

Bangkok smelled like piss, shit, fish, trash. The city was a pole-dancing corpse, a fuckable zombie, a monster in a garter belt with an orchid in its hair. Garish, crass and beautiful. Nolan loved how it made him sick, like he felt after drinking one too many shots of Southern Comfort. The nausea was sickly sweet. 

Tuk-Tuks buzzed by, those three-legged mutant taxis. Most of them held white men, blonde hair. Farang, the Thais called them. Whitey, gwailo, gaijin, gringo. 

Or ghosts, Nolan thought. We’re all ghosts here.

Most of the Tuk-Tuks ricocheted around the corner, zipping down Patpong Street. Everybody wanted a taste of something forbidden. God didn’t live here. Wouldn’t even show his face lest the sin burn out his eyes. Forget God. Lady-boys. Rimjobs. Pussy shows. Those were what mattered here in the hearts of men.

This Red Light District here was the finest in the world. Fuck Paris. Piss on Amsterdam. This was the Mecca of the sex industry, the Temple on the Mount of all things nasty. Whatever you wanted, it could be bought. Little girls? Check. Old dudes in dresses? Sure. Hermaphrodite enema nurses? Amen. Way Nolan figured it, if you wanted to stick your dick in an elephant’s trunk, just get out your bhat and pay the man. 

Here, that was just an appetizer.

 

 

***

 

 

Nolan felt lost. Unfocused. What was he looking for? He didn’t know. He never did when he came down here, leaving the Sofitel and the relatively opulent comfort of his room. The destination was nothing. The journey—the finding of desire—was everything. 

First on the menu tonight? He decided on a pussy show.

Patpong was famous for its pussy shows. Little Thai men with big mouths stood outside every one of them, slapping their hands, trying to bring the farang inside. They announced in their best English whatever was going on inside: “Pussy Ping Pong Ball! Pussy Smoke Cigarettes! Pussy Open Bottle!”

Nolan had found the descriptors to be spot-on. This was no scam, no ruse. Man said pussy will shoot out a ping pong ball, you can bet your bhat that’s what you’d see.

After every pussy show? A sex show. Somebody fucking somebody. All passive faces and flesh-slap thrusts. Pure mechanics. It was like something on the Discovery Channel: antelopes or kangaroos humping each other. This wasn’t porn. It was a nature show.

All the big clubs down here did the pussy shows – Cloud Royal, Safari Castle, the Koala Club. Girls on poles, girls with magical vaginas, girls with bait and tackle.

Been there, Nolan thought, done that.

But then someone slapped a flyer in his hand – hot pink, written in Thai and English. “Heavenly View Pussy Show,” it read. Below it: “Angel Bar.”

Nolan had never heard of the place. 

He made his way through the crowd. Took him a while to find it—place was all the way down the end, tucked away (hidden, really) behind a wall of street food vendors (the smell of sizzling peppers and gurgling gut parts rose to his nose). 

Outside sat a small man in rags, his lips ringed with a volcanic archipelago of sores. He tried to say something, babbling in a language Nolan didn’t grok. The rag-man opened his mouth, and Nolan saw why: his tongue was a ragged stump.

Well, Nolan thought, this just got interesting.

He ducked inside. 

 

 

***

 

 

Angel Bar was lit from the edges, blue lights shining down, giving the place a swimmy, dizzy feel. The dark lights reflected off of gaudy strips of tinsel and silver ribbon hanging everywhere.

It was a dinky downstairs – bar in the front corner, three stages crammed close in the back. The place smelled of cigarettes and coconut. Nolan found the odor peculiar, though not unpleasant.

He ordered an Amarit beer from the bar. To him, Asian beer always tasted watery. With a whisper of cabbage. Tasted cheap, but he drank it just the same. He wasn’t a cheap man, but he liked cheap things.

On stage: lights shining through red gels. The announcer chattered.

Time for the pussy shows.

Stage left and stage right? Occupied and illuminated. But the center stage remained dark. Nolan took his beer over to a center table with a wobbly leg, sat down, and watched.

The girl dancing on the right was skinny on top with the tits of a twelve-year-old boy. But her hips were wide and smooth, made for holding. The pussy nestled between those thighs was a delicate little thing with a landing strip above. The girl held a cigarette in her hands – not like an American, with the cig crushed brutally betwixt two fingers, but like a European, with it pinched between thumb and forefinger. She screwed the cigarette between her labia. Nolan imagined he could hear the lips smooching on the end of it. A few seconds later, she pulled out the cigarette, and somehow, the vagina exhaled a little quief cough of smoke.

The left stage showed a girl who was all ribs and knobby bones. Her pussy was a rat’s nest, a black briar tangle sure to trap Brer Rabbit. And the labia looked like beef skewers. He could’ve found her attractive, but she looked bored. She took a can of something, stuck it up inside her, did a dance, and let it slide out into her hands. In the light, Nolan could see the can covered in a snail-trail of slime. 

“She doesn’t even open the can,” Nolan muttered to himself. He took another swig of his beer and stood up. Angel Bar was a bust. Fuck it.

A hand landed on his shoulder.

“Don’t leave yet,” said a voice. Crisp, British.

A man hovered above him with a razor grin, a vulpine nose. He hadn’t shaved in a while, his face a garden of pale stubble.

“And why not?” Nolan asked.

The man ignored the question. “Can I sit?”

Nolan frowned, but sat back down. He nodded.

“I’m Nils,” the man said. He seemed like he was on something. Prick wasn’t blinking, just staring off at that empty stage.

“Nolan.”

“You’re a Yank.”

“True.”

“On holiday here?”

“I work here. For part of the year. Down on Silom Road.”

Nils was still staring at the center stage. “Yeah? You a banker?”

“A buyer.”

“What is it you buy?”

Nolan shrugged. “Anything my employers want.”

“Sounds good.”

“Pays the bills. You going to tell me why I’m still sitting here?”

This wrenched the Brit’s gaze away. He turned toward Nolan, and Nolan saw that the man’s eyes were wide as moons. “Because the best hasn’t bloody started yet. These girls now are nothing. Wait till Tasanee takes the stage.”

“Tasanee.”

“That’s her name. You like the pussy shows?”

“I suppose.”

“You’ll love her, trust me. Some girls’d slit their Mum’s throat for muscle control like that. This fanny’s a precision instrument. She writes letters, paints pictures, blows up balloons. It’s fucking amazing.”

“You’re serious?”

“Serious as spotted dick, my boy.”

As if on cue, the lights directed at the two peripheral stages winked out. Those other girls still slinked around in the half-darkness, but nobody was paying attention. Their time was up, so they were cast into darkness.

The lights—bright blue, the light of heaven—shone on the center stage.

 

 

***

 

 

The girl called Tasanee slinked out onto stage.

Even in the harsh spotlight, her skin looked sweet, as if dusted with cocoa. Her eyes were dark. Her body lithe and liquid. Her breasts were champagne glasses--what was it that Nolan’s father used to say? Anything more than a mouthful was a waste? The nipples atop those tits defied gravity, turning upward like snobbish noses. Those sweet lips, pillowy stomach, smooth thighs… Nolan wanted to live there, eat there, sleep, fuck and dance there.

But nothing compared to that pussy.

“Her name means heavenly view,” Nils whispered, leering, grinning.

Nolan numbly nodded.

It defied description. His heart thudded hard in his chest. His dick stiffened. His toes curled.

With light steps, she snaked around the stage – was it a dance, or just the way she moved? Her body seemed to turn upon itself with each step. Her movements reminded him of Hindi goddesses – like Kali, trapped in her gilded circle, many arms and many legs bent in ways that mortal man could not mimic. Tasanee turned and in her hands she held a feathered quill and a crimson ink well – she set the inkwell down, and from somewhere, she pulled a scroll of yellowed paper, which she unrolled at her feet.

“She’s writing a letter,” Nils mumbled in awe.

The quill, she eased into the cleft between her legs.

It held there firm.

Then, she did a plié thrust downward, dipping the tip of the quill into the bottle of ink. When she rose from her dancer’s crouch, she even waggled the quill to free it of excess ink. Muscle control, indeed.

Then, a few steps forward, and another hip thrust downward.

Even from where he was sitting, Nolan could see the tip of the quill waltzing this way and that way. Her hands never touched it. All fell silent. No music played. He could hear the scratch of metal pen tip on textured paper.

As the pen worked, her hands cupped her breasts, pinched her nipples.

Then? That was it.

She plucked the feather from between her legs, and then held up the sheet of parchment. It was written in the Thai alphabet, all curves and hooks and circles. The penmanship was beautiful. Nils started to say:

“It says –“

“Angel,” Nolan mumbled. “It says angel.”

The lights on stage went dark.

“I want time with her,” Nolan said. His dick was hard as a plank, and the pulse at his neck boomed like a drum.

“You won’t get it,” Nils said, sounding despondent. “I’ve tried. Bloody hell, I’ve tried.”

“I’ll get it. I’ve got the bhat.” His employer’s money, but this was worth the transgression.

“So does everybody else. You’ll need more than that.”

“I have more,” Nolan said, though he didn’t know what that meant. He stood up, leaving his beer and new friend behind, and went to find the girl’s patron.

 

 

***

 

 

Mister Mhu – the proprietor and patron of Angel Bar – sat over in a dark corner toward the back of the bar, sucking down woon-sen noodles that looked enough like earthworms. The whole corner stank with the dirty feet odor of fermented fish. Worse, his little table was already surrounded by hungry men, throwing down their bhat for a little time with Tasanee.

“No, no, she not available,” Mhu mumbled around a mouthful of worms. “You want other ladies, we have other ladies. You want lady-boys, have those too.”

Nolan pushed his way past the men. One tried to elbow him backward, but he slammed a heel down on the prick’s open-toed sandal and slipped forward. “Out of my way.”

He stepped up to the table, men jostling, each yelling louder than the next.

Nolan threw open his wallet and emptied it of money. He dropped over 10,000 bhat – close to $500, American.

“Tasanee,” he said over the din.

Mhu looked at the money, then looked at Nolan.  The man had a round face – almost like a Charlie Brown head with the face crammed unceremoniously toward the center of the circle. He narrowed his eyes even further, until they almost disappeared, and then shook his head.

“She’s no available.” 

“I can get more of this.” Nolan tapped hard on the bhat.

“It no matter, she no available.” Mhu shrugged. “You want something else? I give discount. Pretty farm girl? Two girls? Maybe you want ladyboy, yeah?” Mhu winked half-heartedly, then went back to his noodles.

“I don’t want a ladyboy,” Nolan hissed.  “I want her. Everything has a price. Name the price.”

Mhu waggled a come-closer finger.

Nolan brought his face close to Mhu’s. The stink was fierce.

Suddenly, Mhu’s chopstick pressed hard against Nolan’s Adam’s apple – and Mhu bared his teeth.

“You listen, farang. She not for you. You not want her, see? You take what I give. No more words. She not for you.”

Nolan swallowed hard.

He looked around. Women were dancing at tables now, grinding themselves against knees and hands for free drinks. Nils was nowhere to be found. Nolan chewed on the inside of his cheek. He felt anxious, edgy. His stomach was sour and his head hurt. 

“I’ll take a ladyboy,” he said, leaving some bhat on the table and taking the rest. “That’ll cover it, just tell me where to go.”

 

 

***

 

 

The ladyboy wore a pink sarong with yellow flowers. It was stained with grease spots. His hair was long, like a girl’s, and pulled up and bound with two sharp little chopsticks, each one painted red. He bounced up a narrow set of steps poorly covered by moldering carpet, sashaying boyish hips with each step. As he waved Nolan on, Nolan could see the pockmark tracks up his arms—like sparrow footprints. Heroin, probably. Was that why he did this? To pay for it? Probably. Or maybe he was saving up for an operation. Was likely just the drugs. The stuff that came out of Burma was prime.

They turned into a first room – barely more than a closet – with a ratty cot on the floor. Rickety bamboo shelves hung on the wall, decorated with gaudy golden elephants and plastic orchids caked with dust. The ladyboy tugged at Nolan’s hand, and gave his best come-hither look – a look that was sad, stupid, ineffective. Nolan shook his head.

“Come on, Daddy.” The boy’s voice was high-pitched and uneven; a wavering mid-puberty warble. He patted the dirty cot with a dirty hand. “Sit down. Love.”

“No. Not today. Tasanee. Where is she?”

The ladyboy rolled his eyes and hissed a sigh. “You no see her. That’s a rule. That’s a golden rule.”

“You, I can buy,” Nolan said, and spread a peacock’s tail of bhat in his left hand. “You tell me, I give you this.”

“But Mister Mhu –“

“Forget him. I don’t give a rat’s ass about Mhu.”

“You should.”

“I should do a lot of things.”

“We could stil…” the boy reached a finger toward Nolan’s thigh, but Nolan slapped it away. The ladyboy pouted. “Awww. Shit.”

“Yeah, shit. Just tell me.”

Another hissing sigh. “Down the hall, go left, she at end of hall. But you won’t get past Chedma. He protects her. Besides. Uou don’t want what she has. You make mistake.”

“I need her.”

“That’s what they all say,” the ladyboy said, but Nolan was already gone.

 

 

***

 

 

Flies, fat and green, bounced against water-stained wallpaper. 

Nolan peeked around the hall corner, saw the man called Chedma. Tall, thin, but under his purple silk shirt, Nolan could tell he was ropy. Tough. Kickboxer, maybe. Behind Nolan, the ladyboy left the room, clucking his tongue and counting his money. 

Nolan reached out and stole the chopsticks out of the boy’s hair.

“Hey!”

“Shut up. Walk away.”

The ladyboy sneered in disgust, and shuffled off.

Nolan gripped the chopsticks, and slid them up his sleeve.

Then he went to see Chedma.

Before he even got halfway down the hall, the guard held up a hand. In Thai, he said, “Turn around, foreigner. Get out, go on.”

But Nolan kept coming. “Mhu sent me.”

“Not a chance.”

“Go on down and ask him, he’ll tell you.”

“Bullshit.” That he said in English. It sounded like Boo-Shit.

Nolan moved fast – he took out the two chopsticks, one in each hand, and thrust them up against both sides of Chedma’s trachea. He pressed their tips tight against the man’s throat – would he be able to thrust them through? Would he be willing to puncture this man’s air-tube and watch the poor bastard struggle to get suck oxygen from those puckered holes? Did he want Tasanee that badly?

He didn’t have to answer that question. 

“I learned this trick from your buddy, Mhu.” Nolan grinned, teeth together. He felt mean, smart, devious. Powerful. And hungry to see that beautiful view again. “I get what I want. I always get what I want. Stand aside, so I can take what’s mine.”

In Thai: “You’re a stupid man.”

Nolan winked. “We’re all stupid. Open up.”

And then he felt something hard – and sharp – press against his crotch. His eyes darted downward to find Chedma’s hand there. Holding a big knife.

“Pierce my throat, I cut your baby-maker.”

“I need to see her.”

Chedma smiled. “You’re not the first.” As Nolan dropped the chopsticks, Chedma hit him in the eye. Then another fist to the nose. Nolan dropped to one knee, and felt blood trickle from both nostrils. His one eye was half-closed and watering. He found the knife blade at his throat.

“Sorry, farang, show’s over.”

Then—

“Let him in.”

The voice.

That voice.

The blade stopped, and Nolan looked up to see her – She-of-the-Heavenly-View – standing there in the doorway behind Chedma. She wore nothing. She was shaved clean. Nolan smelled jasmine. Vanilla. Something else, too, heady and dark like fresh mulch.

Blood trickled from a nick on his throat. It dripped along the knife’s edge before Chedma took it away; the guard flicked the knife, flecking the wall with dots of red.

He looked down at Nolan, and shrugged. “You’ll wish I cut your throat, white boy.”

Nolan barely heard him. He stood up, buoyed by her presence, then stumbled into Tasanee’s arms. Her skin was hot, her breath cold. She held him for a moment, and then led him into the dim light of her chamber.

 

 

***

 

 

The room: spare, dark, a stink of must and mold and urine. The ladyboy lived (and fucked) in far kinder quarters. This place should’ve been a palace, Nolan thought. No carpet except for stray red fibers pinched beneath fat nails in the floorboards. Two fat roaches wrestled with one another in the corner. Something scratched behind the walls. 

Only one pretty thing in this room: her.

Giddy from her presence, Nolan wiped blood from his nose where he’d been hit, then staggered over to the one window overlooking Patpong Street. He didn’t look out the window – couldn’t, no way he was tearing his eyes away from her – but instead stood framed by the runny rainbow of neon colors coming from outside. (The colors reminded him of a child’s vomit after eating colorful birthday cake.)

In the center of the room sat a folding chair. Unpadded.

Tasanee eased herself onto the chair, one leg placed on each side. The way she moved was like a cloud’s shadow drifting. Or a drizzle of olive oil oozing toward the center of a hot pan.

Her arm extended – liquid, tentacular – and she waved him closer.

“This room…you deserve more…” he said, moving toward her.

“Shhh,” she said.

“It doesn’t suit you. It’s too ugly. You’re too pretty.” He bit his tongue. “Pretty? Pretty doesn’t even come close. You are beyond that. Beyond human description.”

“You’ll see,” she said.

“I’ll see,” he reiterated, numb, mumbling, happy.

She pulled him close and dropped him to his knees. A long fingernail scooped up some of the blood running red from his nose. She ate from the upturned nail as if it were a little spoon.

Tasanee put that hand against the back of his head and eased him forward. Her legs crept apart as Nolan moved in closer. Her pussy was there, only inches away – it really was like a flower, petals upon petals, its honeyed center calling to him.

 He knew what she wanted. Nolan understood his task. He eased his tongue out and tasted. It tasted of rice wine, strawberries, coconut milk. Behind that, other flavors, unreal flavors, lurked: a child’s cries, a animal’s strangled howl, the blood of the innocent, the taste of spoiled meat. All the tastes mingled, formed something incomprehensible, something sickening and delicious.

And then the flesh closed upon his tongue, snapping shut like a rat trap, and he felt something tugging, pulling, wrenching. 

White light and noise filled his mind as his tongue loosened from its moorings and came free in a hot wet tide, and he went to scream – but couldn’t.

And then, the pussy opened again, and he could see deep within its dark channels and infinite folds.

 

 

***

 

 

Oh, the things Nolan saw.

Light shone from a rip in the heavens. Black clouds tore like paper.

He saw bodies falling, first in the dozens, then in the hundreds, each dark figure a shadow in that wide and uneven beam. 

Those bodies had wings.

And weapons made of fire.

But they were not conquering – they were falling. The wings were not working, and only folded behind the shapes, broken and bent.

But it wasn’t just what Nolan saw. He felt things, too.

He felt betrayal in his heart. He felt sadness sit in his gut like a stone. He felt the awfulness of a door being closed forever, and the oily phobic feeling of being trapped in tight spaces, shoulder-to-shoulder, At his sides he felt the breath of rabid dogs, the touch of stinking lepers, the whispers from syphilitic angels. 

And then, the light from the sky winked out, and darkness fell with so many bodies.

 

 

***

 

 

He awoke.

The door to the room shattered inward with Chedma’s foot. Mhu hurried in, trailed by the guard.

They were not the same men Nolan had met earlier. Mhu was fatter – his skin lay pale against bulbous bones, and black glass marble eyes sat deep in the puffy folds of his doughy face. His mouth was broad, and lined with teeth like carpenter nails. Chedma, however, had no face at all: the flesh there was smooth, featureless and pulsing faint and fast like a toad’s heart.

The room had changed, too. No longer was it the shit-trap Nolan remembered. No, it had become a temple of red velvet and smoldering braziers. Glyphs and sigils adorned the ceiling, painted in something black and still wet. And moving.

Then there was Tasanee.

Her skin? Chalk white. Like bone or porcelain.

Behind her hung a pair of broken wings – the feathers were oily and limp, the blue-black of a raven wing. 

Her eyes were red. Her lips were red. 

So was the cleft between her legs. Smeared red with his blood.

The pussy a snapping mouth, a sinewy flytrap with teeth of hair and bone. It crunched hungrily on something. Nolan’s tongue.

“You’ve done it again,” Mhu said, sounding disappointed. He spoke in a language that wasn’t English, wasn’t Thai. Wasn’t human, Nolan thought. 

“He wished to worship,” Tasanee said in the same tongue. “He wanted to see. Dare I deny any mortal the pleasure – the grace – they are rightly owed?”

“But now he knows,” Mhu said. “He knows what we are. He is forever changed. His eyes will see.”

“So he can see. We have been here since the monkeys dropped from the trees like over-ripe fruit, and we will continue to be until long after they burn themselves up. One or two from time to time is a pleasure for us. Besides, he can do nothing about it.” She laughed the sound of bells tinkling. “He is no holy man.” 

“It is a mistake –“ Mhu stammered.

“You condemn my actions? My actions? Do not be so quick to forget your place or I will see your flesh pressed into parchment upon which I write the laws that will sentence you to your endless displeasure.”

Had he gone mad? Nolan felt like a lunatic, lost and fumbling in a maze of his own making. He tried to say something – anything – but his stumpy tongue found no purchase, filling his mouth with blood. He stepped forward, and found himself hardly able to stand. 

“Take him,” Tasanee whispered. “Release him.”

He felt hands under his armpits. He tried to kick and scream, but he could barely find the strength. His eyes burned. His mouth bled and he struggled not to choke. 

He turned to get one last look at Tasanee.

Even after all that had happened –

– she was truly a heavenly view.

 

 

***

 

 

They dragged him downstairs, through the bar.

He saw women grinding against men, but they were not women. One had skin of obsidian. Another had banded flesh like a coral snake.

One had many arms, and breasts covered in little lamprey mouths.

Outside, on Patpong Street, Nolan saw several men walking down the street, oblivious to the chattering imps nesting upon their heads like living skullcaps, feeding on brains like rotten grapefruits.

In the skies above, he saw figures flying with bent and broken wings. The moon was pink and fibrous: a disc of raw meat. No light shone from it.

Somewhere down the way, he caught sight of Nils weaving through the crowd, smiling that foxy smile, and he reached out to call for him. But he only gurgled blood.

 

 




  

LETHE AND MNEMOSYNE

 

They eased the photos down in front of the old man, who gnawed a lip and peered at them through narrowed eye.

“Please,” his daughter said, pushing the hospital tray full of photos toward him, “you need to remember.”

In one photo, the old man’s father — their grandfather — sat in the cab of a gleaming John Deere tractor in the middle of a bright, broad cornfield, the tractor eclipsed by a giant, fat-necked Rhode Island Red hen with a rose comb on top. The hen was caught mid-gobble, her beak snapping up whole corn cobs right off their stalks.

In the photo after, the old man as a boy sat on his father’s lap as the man handed over his farm ledgers to a goat-legged fellow wearing suspenders and a pair of mud-caked boots. Everybody wore smiles.

In the third and fourth photos, the old man as a teenager was gunning a 1952 Chevy Bel Air hard-top across beach sands the color of custard. A mermaid sat on the hood, black ravens-wing hair cascading behind her, her eyes wild, her red mouth laughing.

“Pop,” the son said, “they’ve seen the hen down off of Route Nine, and godsamnit if she hasn’t torn the top from the Walsatch’s silo. You need to think on how you get that chicken to leave this town again, ‘cause this world isn’t made for that kind of thing anymore. Think, Pop, think. We need you to remember.”

“This can’t go on,” the daughter says. “Eleanor Walsatch says they might sue. We can’t handle another lawsuit.”

“Is it a word?” the son asked. “Is that what sends the hen away? Is there something you used to scratch in the dirt?”

The old man looked at the photos one more time, but the truth was, the stroke had left his brain a mess, and no matter how long he stared, he remembered none of it.

 

 

 




  

THE AUCTION

 

 

“Listen to me,” Benjamin’s father said, looking down at him. “I brought you here because I think you’ll get a kick out of this. But I had to pull some strings. So, we need to lay some ground rules.”

Here was, as far as Benjamin could tell, the middle of nowhere. The two of them stood in a gravel-strewn parking lot in front of a cluster of aluminum warehouses, each silent and still with nothing else around us. No houses, no other buildings. A lot of cars, though – many of them that looked expensive. Benjamin saw a few horse and buggies, too. From the local Amish, he guessed.

“Uh,” Benjamin said. “Okay.”

“When we go in, you stick with me unless I tell you different.”

“All right.”

“Don’t touch anything.”

“Okay.”

“Don’t talk to anyone.”

The boy was growing scared. “What is this place?”

“It’s the Auction,” Dad said, smiling nervously.

“It’s just an auction?” Benjamin asked. “What’s the big deal?”

His father paused, seemed to consider his words.

“This isn’t just any auction. This is the Auction.”

The boy felt scared. Excited. Numbly, he nodded.

And with that, they went inside.

 

***

 

It was an assault on the senses. 

Benjamin’s nose caught a heady mixture of odors: hay, motor oil, fresh popcorn. Beneath that lurked a secret layer of sweat, of animal musk, of old wood and kicked-up dust.

In his ears rang a sudden cacophony that did not exist outside these dark walls. He heard chickens clucking and crowing, a motor chugging along somewhere out of sight, the buzz of lights, and the constant burbling murmur of a hundred – maybe a thousand – voices.

But it was his eyes that took the brunt of the assault.

The metal buildings were crammed together unceremoniously, but their modernity ended there. It was as if someone had disassembled a dozen barns and cobbled them back together within these walls, each one shoved into the other at odd angles. Straw covered an uneven wooden floor. Stall after stall lined the right wall (and Benjamin thought he saw some big pigs or other beasts jostling around in those rickety booths), and in the center sat crates and cages piled to the ceiling. Amish men with black brim hats and dark beards clambered up ladders, withdrawing chickens and cats from tottering boxes. Past all that, Benjamin could see several old-timey cars, a few tractors, and other machines with gears, belts and whirring blades that offered no obvious purpose. Above it all hung strings of dissimilar lights and lanterns, all swaying gently and buzzing with an electric hum.

“This isn’t even all of it,” his father whispered in his ear. He sounded excited, more excited than he had sounded in a year. “There’s so much more to see. I can’t wait.”

His father clipped a plastic-sheathed badge to his shirt pocket. It listed his name and the company he worked for: Bob, E-Tech.

“Come on, Bob,” he said with a wink. “Let’s go see the machines.”

 

***

 

 His father ducked through the crowd like an old pro. Benjamin struggled to keep up, feeling like a one-finned salmon swimming up a rapid stream. Shoulders and elbows formed a ceaseless parade of human turnstiles.

“Coming through!” a little man, nearly no taller than Benjamin himself, came and manhandled Benjamin out of the way as his father continued. Behind the little man came two more men, except these fellows were big lugs with overalls and greasy mullets.

Benjamin’s jaw dropped.

The two men carried a tomato that was as big as a medicine ball.

They wrestled it past the throngs of people. As they passed by, Benjamin swore he saw a face on the far side the vegetable – the tip of a nose, the hint of a swollen brow – but then they were gone, carrying it away to who-knows-where. The little man went with them. Benjamin turned to catch up to his father, who was now a bobbing brown head deep in the crowd.

“Dad!” he called. Getting lost in Wal-Mart, but losing his way in this place was a whole other enchilada. His heart was thudding in his chest.

A fireplug of a woman – red hair topped with a blaze orange hunter’s hat – stood in Benjamin’s way. She had two cats, one under each crooked arm.

Benjamin stepped to the left, and she did too. He tried to go right, and she frowned and did the same. 

“No time to dance,” she grumbled. “Gotta get these kitties home, dude.”

Giving him an apologetic look, she shoved past him.

He took a fleeting look, and then had to look again.

The cats had wings. He was sure of it. They were tucked behind them, smooshed under her arm and laying awkwardly against their cat backs, but those were wings, weren’t they?

But then like the tomato men she was gone, swallowed by the crowd.

Benjamin stood staring at a fixed point in space. People passed him, a stone in the river. He felt weird. Almost queasy. Something wasn’t right. Gigantic tomatoes with faces? Cats with wings? 

And then his father was there, jiggling his shoulder, beaming like a kid climbing a candy mountain.

“Come on. Come on! To the machines,” he said, grinning.

“Dad,” Benjamin said, having to yell a bit over the noise of the crowd. “Something weird is going on here.”

“You bet it is.”

“What?”

His Dad began to point.

Benjamin’s eyes followed the line of his finger. 

He saw a man currying a horse in a tall stall, which at first did not seem strange. The horse stomped and showed its chest like a proud, puffed-up beast. Then Benjamin saw that the horse was definitely of a different color with a coat red like dried blood. Benjamin’s eyes widened as he realized that the horse also had a pair of ram’s horns, one on each side of its head. Each turned inward in a bumpy spiral. Benjamin took in a sharp, surprised breath.

“That horse does more than kick,” his father whispered, then pointed somewhere else.

Across from the stalls, a man in a seersucker suit stood eyeing up a big glass jar. Inside, about a dozen or so soft yellow lights floated lazily about.

“Inexhaustible fireflies,” Dad said. “They never die, never burn out. Legend says that if you eat one, you can breathe fire three times. And over there –“

Benjamin followed the pointing finger again and saw through the crowd a cluster of men in ochre robes churning sticks into a big wooden-slatted vat. Their faces were concealed by the hem of their hoods.

“The Confraternity of Saint Aloicious,” he said. “They come every year and offer ice cream to the people. For free, of course, as they believe that such an act somehow salves the miseries of the human condition.”

Sure enough, Benjamin saw a dusky-skinned woman come away from their table with a little cup of ice cream. She dipped into it with a flat wooden spoon, and sucked a glop into her mouth. Her face twisted up like she’d just eaten a fistful of fertilizer.

Dad explained: “Thing is, they offer really strange flavors. Last year it was pig’s blood, the year before that, burned orchids. This year, I think it’s supposed to be dog hair.” His nose scrunched up. “Or maybe donkey hair.”

Benjamin wrinkled his nose. He could almost taste the awfulness.

His father knelt down. “Point is, son, this is a land of wonders, and every last part of it is for sale. This is the currency of the unseen world, Benjamin, where secret things are bought, sold and bartered. Whatever you want is here: for the right price.”

That’s what Benjamin was feeling in the pit of his stomach. Magic. A fluttering uncertainty, an endless pit of possibility. It wasn’t a good feeling, but it wasn’t altogether bad, either. Dizzying, that’s what it was. Like standing on a rooftop and looking down. He felt sick and swimmy and lost. Like he’d eaten too much sugar (dog hair ice cream, a little voice reminded him and his stomach lurched) or pizza. 

“I feel weird,” Benjamin said.

“I know. I felt that way my first time. Still do, sometimes. But for now, buddy, we gotta keep moving. The auction for the machines will start inside the hour, and I have to get my bids lined up. Daddy has to earn a paycheck today.”

His father stood and grabbed Benjamin’s hand and drew him back into the crowd. 

 

***

 

A vending machine sat on a dais made of dirty wooden pallets. The machine was gray and featureless, its many buttons offering no product identity, only an opaque plastic enigma. Cobwebs clung to and connected its fixtures. 

A squat man in a polo shirt fed a handful of bills – hundreds, if Benjamin saw right – into the machine. It whirred and clunked, like a gnome inside was kicking things around.

Out the bottom came a little box, gilded and ornate. 

The man grabbed it, shuffled away toward a group of people forming a half-moon circle around the side of the machine. In each of their hands was a box. They all stared down at the boxes turning over and over in their hands, thumbs massaging odd symbols, fingers dancing across delicate scrollwork.

Benjamin’s Dad nudged an older guy in a navy blue suit. 

“What’s going on?” he asked.

The guy frowned. “Puzzle boxes. Five hundred bucks into the machine, and a puzzle box comes out.”

“So, what’s the big deal?”

“No idea,” the man answered. He gestured toward the slack-jawed box holders. “But they seem unable to pull away from whatever delights await them.”

While his father continued the conversation, Benjamin turned around in a clumsy, confounded arc, marveling at that which lay before him. 

The vending machine was only the first of many unusual – and some usual – constructions. Steam chugged out of tin stacks, wobbly conveyor belts carried chickens and turkeys into the rounded bowels of a trembling contraption, and graceful gears spun gently together with light reflecting off of the bronze clockwork. Behind him sat an apparatus that looked like some kind of half-baked printing press. Sure enough, a corpulent woman in a jam-stained housedress turned a rusty crank a dozen times over, and a slip of yellowed paper came whirling out the back end. A gangly fellow caught it in his hands, looking it over with wide eyes, and then exclaimed in a choked sob: “The whore is cheating on me. I knew it!”

“Sorry, darlin’,” the woman said, shaking her head in pity.

“I’m going to put a bid in,” the fellow said, looking like he didn’t know whether to be mad, sad, or some unruly amalgam of both.

Past that was a device whose purpose Benjamin couldn’t even guess. It looked like a big, clunky wood chipper, a hole atop its metal frame showing off gnashing buzzsaw blades whirling in tandem. A crowd watched as two farmers threw item after item into the chipper. Into the blades went a ham, a bag of potatoes, some old vinyl records, some kind of high school trophy, and then about a half-dozen old Coke bottles. The machine ate each item with equal aplomb, growling and banging, shuddering and smoking. And yet, for all that went into the machine, nothing was coming out. 

Before he could see what came out, Benjamin felt a hand on his shoulder. He turned around and saw his father, winking.

“Hey, champ,” Dad said. “Neat, huh?”

‘Neat’ wasn’t the word Benjamin was looking for. Might as well call the ocean ‘wet’ or a tornado ‘windy.’ Still, he nodded, because he had no other words to describe that which was all around him.

“I have to make a call, see what the company thinks I should bid on. You’ll wait right here?”

“Okay.”

“You’re sure I can trust you?”

“Yes, sir.”

Another wink. “That’s my boy. Dad’ll be back.”

With that, his father flipped open his cell phone and punched in a number. He held it to his ear, gnawing on his lip as he looked around with a discerning gaze. 

“Mr. Candlefly!” Dad exclaimed with what Benjamin perceived to be faux enthusiasm. “Good to talk to you. Listen, here’s what we have so far…”

With that, his father turned and wandered off, lost in the conversation, his wayward voice overwhelmed by the sounds and noises of the auction. Benjamin could still see him ahead, running his finger along pipes and control boxes, nodding and gesturing.

All around Benjamin were faces he did not recognize, and things that should not be.

Even though his father was not far away, he felt very alone.

 

***

 

Two men in houndstooth jackets and smoking long cigarettes with delicate hands stood over a long automobile, an antique car from days gone by. To Benjamin, it seemed almost more like a horseless carriage than a car, it looked that old. It seemed a frail artifact, resting on tires that were nothing more than thin rubber curls. Seats of strange pinkish leather were open to the air, protected by a feeble rectangle of glass at the front. 

“Hitler’s car,” the one man said to the other, fanning himself with a white silk handkerchief.

“Yes,” the other said, and Benjamin realized this was just the haughty way of saying duh. “Mercedes. Bulletproof, actually.”

“Indeed. A cursed car, so the legends say.”

The one nodded knowingly. “The legends tell true.”

“Idiots.”

This was a third voice, one that startled Benjamin by coming immediately to his left. He jumped and looked, and found a somewhat rotund man standing there, shaking his head. He had a pear-shaped midsection wobbling atop little pale legs that jutted out from a pair of khaki cargo shorts. He stared derisively out from underneath the brow of a black baseball cap. His lower lip jutted out from within the tangle of a salt and pepper beard.

He looked down at Benjamin. “They’re idiots.”

“Oh.”

“That can’t – cannot – be Hitler’s car.” The man had a soft voice with a hint of a languid Southern drawl in there. Certain words carried an almost feminine lilt.

“If you say so.” Benjamin suddenly realized he was talking to somebody, a total stranger. He clammed up.

“You know whose car that is?” the man asked.

Benjamin said nothing. He just stood, wide-eyed.

“Cat bit your tongue?”

Still, he said nothing.

“Ohhhh,” the man said, nodding as if he just puzzled out all the universe’s secrets in just that moment. “You shouldn’t be talking to me, that it? Under normal circumstances, that’d be true. But here, my boy, it’s perfectly okay.”

Benjamin wanted to talk, confirm the man’s theory, and ask him why these do not count as normal circumstances (though a little voice casually reminded him of winged cats and puzzle boxes). But he still held his tongue, afraid that speaking any further on any subject would damn him in some secret way.

The man reached his little sausage fingers down underneath the collar of his shirt and withdrew a big gold cross that hung about his neck on a glittering chain.

“I am a man of God,” the man explained, with God coming out more like Gaahhd. “You see, you may always trust the servants of the Lord, provided that they aim to be proper and speak honestly. Which, as you’ll note, I am doing.”

“Okay,” Benjamin said, not sure what any of this even meant.

The stranger offered a hand. “Brother Jacobus, but I prefer just to be called Brother Jake.”

Hesitantly, Benjamin took the proffered mitt and shook it.

“I’m Benjamin,” he said to the man who was no longer a stranger.

“A righteous pleasure. Now, as I was saying, this is not Hitler’s car, and those two men are cocksure idiots. The car is simply too old to be Hitler’s Mercedes, and as a point of fact this car isn’t even a Mercedes in the first place – a fact that would be eminently clearer to those who decided to look at the plaque at the rear of the vehicle.”

“So who’s car is it?”

“It was the automobile of Ferdinand, Archduke to Hungary. Poor fellow got himself assassinated in Sarajevo roundabouts 1914. He took a bullet to the neck, and his poor wife Sophie took one in the belly. Happened in that very car, as a matter of fact. Both died, and that action is what some say caused the First World War.”

“Oh,” Benjamin said. He felt queasy at the thought of people getting shot up and killed in this car.

“And it is not a Mercedes,” Brother Jake said again, this time quite loudly so that the two men in their ugly coats heard. They turned and sneered in disgust. Jake continued. “It is, quite actually, a Graf Und Stift automobile – “ He said these words with an egregious German accent. “—and only utter jackasses wouldn’t realize that Mercedes-Benz wasn’t even a company until 1924, ain’t that right, Benjamin?”

Reluctantly, Benjamin nodded.

“See, even a teenager knows it,” Jake said, rolling his eyes at the two men. They both looked angry and shamed, and stalked off, heads held high as if to defy their own ignorance.

“I’m only twelve,” Benjamin said.

“Twelve?” Brother Jake asked. “Well, I’ll be. That’s a good age, a fine age to be sure. You know what a twelve-year-old boy ought to see at least once during that time? Something that few boys your age will ever see, much less dream is real?”

Benjamin swallowed. He felt excited and scared. “What?”

“A mermaid. So let’s go see us a mermaid.”

 

***

 

Brother Jake held onto Benjamin’s hand tightly, drawing him away from the machines and past a table of a man auctioning off cartons of bloody red eggs and jars of praying mantises. They headed toward the corrugated archway leading into another warehouse – this one smaller and darker by the looks of it – and Benjamin felt powerless to do anything.

He liked Brother Jake. The God-fearing dumpling of a man seemed friendly, and had a warm smile framed by that pleasantly unkempt beard. But Benjamin had broken the promise to his father. What happened when Dad came looking for him? 

He thought about prying free his hand and returning to the where the machines chugged and rattled, but again came that promise from Brother Jake replaying itself in Benjamin’s head:

Let’s go see us a mermaid.

A mermaid! Horned horses and nasty ice cream were one thing. But a real, live mermaid? That took things to a whole new level. Benjamin wanted to see her so badly, and he knew it was wrong, but he couldn’t bring himself to let go. Besides, he could surely get back in time to greet his father, couldn’t he?

 

***

 

The room they entered was dimly lit, the only light coming from electric candles whose fake flames were made to flicker and flutter like the real thing. Here, the hay on the floor was thick, almost slippery. Nothing here felt certain; everything was fuzzy.

And yet, he could not contain his excitement.

Three boxes – cages, by the looks of them – were pressed against the far wall of this space (and they were the only things here save for a handful of people milling around and ogling). 

Each cage was different.

The first was tall, taller than two lumberjacks standing on one another’s shoulders. Thick bars ran the length of the cage, each thicker than Benjamin’s wrists and corroded with barnacles of rust. This was no cage; it was a fortress, a citadel meant to keep people out as easily as it kept someone in. Within the russet darkness of the cage, a darker shadow moved, loping and pacing.

The second cage was perhaps not a cage at all, but rather, a big metal box, like a bank safe covered in grease and oil and bolted together with fat, uneven rivets. A pair of knobby hinges at the front suggested that there was a door, though Benjamin could make out no handle with which to open it. A single rectangular window stood in the middle of the box, no taller than an inch, no wider than five.

Then, the third cage. Again, perhaps not so much a cage as a box – this one made of smeary plexiglass, the plastic scratched and jaundiced. Even from where he stood, Benjamin could see her. A woman laid belly-down on the floor of this box, one of her hands pressed against the plastic (which now Benjamin could see was peppered with a series of holes). Black hair, so black it was blue, cascaded down and concealed all of her face except a porcelain sliver.

“Welcome to the Rarities Room,” Brother Jake whispered as if in reverence. He finally let go of Benjamin’s hand, and he pressed his together as if to make a small, silent prayer. “This is the mermaid of which I spoke, boy.”

“What’s in those first two boxes?” Benjamin asked.

Jake smiled. “Doesn’t much matter. Let’s go see our prize.”

Brother Jake kissed the cross around his neck and trundled up closer to the mermaid’s plastic enclosure—which was not, the boy noted, filled with water. Benjamin followed.

As they approached, Benjamin could see the iridescent tail laying flat behind her: it called to mind the scales of an exotic fish. Her hair covered her breasts, but Benjamin could still see the outer curves of those swollen hillocks, and he felt his mouth go dry and his knees weak.

Still: something wasn’t right.

The mermaid’s arms were blotchy and sallow. Her fingers were curled inward, twitching feebly but not much else. The pale expanse of her tummy looked too thin, and Benjamin saw the xylophone bumps of her ribcage showing through her marmoreal skin.

“My dearest Iara,” Brother Jake said, eyes wide and lips stretched into a painful-looking smile. “Hello, again.”

“What’s wrong with her?” Benjamin asked.

Jake gestured behind the cages, where two teenage boys in wife-beater shirts and ratty jeans were unwinding a pair of garden hoses. In moments they had them mostly unraveled, and turned them toward the mermaid.

“Step back,” Jake said, putting his hand on the boy’s chest and easing him out of the way of the sudden spray. Dual streams of water hit the mermaid – Iara, apparently – on her back. She arched her shoulders and made a weak, mewling sound. They juggled the dueling sprays up her back, her head, and back down to her floppy fish tail.

“It’s not salt water,” Jake said, clucking his tongue. “And it damn well should be. A maiden of the sea such as herself does not thrive well in freshwater conditions, I’m afraid. Besides, she should be swimming in it. Not sprayed with it like a dog urinating on common shrubbery.”

“Oh.” Benjamin felt a struggle of emotions. He felt in awe of this creature, but he felt sick, too for the way they were treating her.

“That won’t be a problem when she comes home with me.”

Iara hung her head low, her damp hair pooling against the ground like a knotted coil of seaweed. Benjamin looked up at Jake. “You’re buying her?”

Jake nodded. “If I win the auction, yes. And I will win it. My bid is substantial, thanks to the… donations of my congregation.”

“What will you do with her?”

A mad glint flashed in Jake’s eye, and it scared Benjamin. “I will make her pious. Mermaids and other primeval creatures are like aboriginal peoples, you see? They have kept to the fringes, sometimes by choice, other times through the force of others. This keeps them out of the range of the Lord’s teaching. They end up as bitter pagans, awful cannibals, dissident heathens. Some of them can be changed. Some of them can be shown the light of Heaven.”

“You’re going to make her go to church?” Benjamin frowned.

“In a matter of speaking.” The two teens turned off the hoses, and began coiling them back up around their cocked elbows. The mermaid just slumped against the ground, rubbing her cheek in circles against a draining puddle. “She will not attend services with the rest of the congregation. But she will kneel before the cross.” He licked his lips. “One way or another.”

”That seems weird,” was all Benjamin could say.

Brother Jake put a steadying hand on the boy’s shoulder, but to Benjamin, it felt cold and clammy. Was this right? Could – should – Jake do that? Maybe it was the right thing to do. Benjamin and his family went to church (er, sometimes) and were afforded the chance to go to Heaven. Shouldn’t Iara be allowed the same opportunity?

Still. Something didn’t sit well. Not just about the church thing, either. But about this… auction. She was a living thing. Human, or at least human-seeming. Why should her fate be given over to a financial transaction?

“If you’ll excuse me,” Jake said, wetting a finger and smoothing a few errant hairs of his beard. “I am going to go ensure that my bid is in the proper hands and that it is sufficiently marked. Will you wait here for me? I will regale you with stories upon my return.”

Benjamin swallowed and nodded. “I will.”

“Good.” Jake winked, and waddled off.

 

***

 

He is no man of God.

The thought wormed into Benjamin’s head like a long finger. It did not ask to be thought, nor was it actually his own thought at all. Knees weak, he stumbled forward and tried not to throw up.

He claims piety, but it is a lie.

The voice was quiet, crisp, and yet carried enough weight to feel like someone was driving a nail into his head. 

“I don’t –“ Benjamin said, spinning around. Faces met him from afar, those who dared not get any closer to the strange cages and the queasy boy. He scanned the distant crowd for hints of whoever might be… in his head (the very idea was impossible and unreal and merely considering it made him all the dizzier). 

The metal box. Encased in lead. Come. Peer inside.

Benjamin staggered over to it, and pressed his hand against the front of the box. It was cold to the touch. Ten yards to his left, the big thing in the big cage paced and grunted, and Benjamin could smell a fierce musk that nearly choked him. Ten yards to his right, Iara the mermaid rested her face against the plastic wall of her cage, staring at the boy with wide, watery eyes.

He did not want to look inside the box before him.

But you will do it anyway, the voice said.

Mustering all his courage, he looked.

At first, he saw nothing but a shaft of weak light painting a rectangle against the back of the box. But then something shifted underneath it and rose to meet the beam.

Was the thing human? Benjamin didn’t know. It looked to be a little man, smaller than Benjamin, but with a head the shape of a swollen, lumpy pumpkin. The forehead distended outward, unevenly rising into strange topography of tumors. Black little eyes like spit-shined buttons looked out from sockets too deep to be normal.

Benjamin almost fainted. He could not see a mouth.

I have no mouth, the voice said, coming up from underneath him and thrusting into his mind. At least, no physical one. As you see, I am still capable of communication.

“Please, get out of my head.”

No. My good friend, the mermaid, needs help.

Benjamin rubbed his eyes. “No. I can’t. My father—“

If not you, then who?

“Why me?”

Because you are the only to whom I can speak. You are young, your mind weak. This box of lead keeps me from talking to most. But you came close. My mind can reach your mind.

“I can’t –“

I know how you can help Iara. I have a plan.

But Benjamin would not hear any of it. This was all wrong –  it was a marketplace for nightmares, not wonders. He had to find his father and leave. He didn’t want any part of Brother Jake or the little man in the box –

You can call me Mento, the voice came.

Benjamin ran. He turned heel, kicked up hay, and bolted for the exit. The voice in his head tried saying something else, tried to recall him and tell him the plan, but the further away he got, the weaker the voice became until it was nothing more than a bug’s tickle at the base of his skull. Once he left the room, even that was gone.

He ran back to the machines to find his father.

 

***

 

“Yeah,” his father said into the cell phone. “Mm-hmm. Sure.”

Benjamin found his Dad standing amidst a number of others milling around the weird wood chipper device that he had seen earlier. A young boy, around Benjamin’s age, was walking around with a silver platter, upon which sat a pile of what looked like wood shavings. Those in the gathered crowd took them delicately between thumb and forefinger and dropped the slivers and shavings into their upended mouths.

“Dad,” Benjamin said, tugging on his father’s elbow.

His father looked down, gave him a patronizing smile and a thumbs-up, and then continued his conversation.

“Dad,” Benjamin said, more insistently this time.

“Hey, can you hold on, Mr. Candlefly?” His father rested his palm against the cell phone’s receiver. “Shhh, Daddy’s on a call. Hey, you get bored standing around over there? Sorry, buddy, didn’t mean to leave you hanging. Hey, try one of those chocolate pieces. It’s really one of the best things I’ve ever eaten.” Benjamin looked over at the tray of dark shavings, realizing it was chocolate, not wood. The product of the strange machine? Benjamin didn’t have time to care. 

“Dad, there’s a strange guy, and I think he wants to buy a mermaid, and then there’s this… thing in a box, and I think maybe I want to go.” The words tumbled out of him like marbles spilling from a jar. “Please?”

His father patted him on the head, and said, “Hang in there, pal.”

And then he turned back to his conversation.

Benjamin blinked. His father hadn’t even heard him. He hadn’t even noticed that Benjamin wasn’t where he said he’d be, that his 12-year-old boy had gone off with a stranger to see a mermaid and have his mind invaded by some telepathic tumor-head. 

His father didn’t care.

He won’t help me, Benjamin thought.

And then it struck him: that was what it felt like. To go without help.

Damnit.

 

***

 

Benjamin stood at the periphery of the Rarities Room, staring in through the doorway. The mermaid lay supine on the floor of her cage, while the thing in the bigger cage stood like a silent sentinel. Benjamin could not see inside the lead box from here, but he knew what waited within, and what that small man could do.

A hand fell on his shoulder. He looked up to see a pot-bellied man in a fraying white shirt and elastic suspenders. The man chewed vigorously on an unlit cigar. “Kid, auction starts in twenty or thirty. No kids aloud when the auction’s going on, so go ogle the fishgirl or throw peanuts at Bigfoot, and then get the hell outta here.”

“Bigfoot,” Benjamin said out loud. So that was the occupant of the first cage.

The man frowned and walked off.

The auction was happening soon. If Benjamin was going to do anything at all, he had to do it soon.

But should he do anything? That poor mermaid deserved some kind of help. Could Brother Jake be serious? Was he maybe trying to give her a better life? Or was the… thing in the metal box right?

The boy just wanted to go home.

Instead, he went back into the room where the voice could once again reach into his head.

He was surprised when it didn’t. Walking in, he expected the voice to still be talking, yelling at him, snaking its way around the maze between his ears. For the moment, however, all was silent. That silence unsettled him.

Benjamin walked up to the mermaid pen and saw that she was once again moist. Droplets of hose water beaded along her black hair. She craned her head to look at him, and he saw sets of thin gills working along the side of her neck. The fleshy pink slits worked like little fishmouths, hungry for water. Her big eyes were pools that Benjamin found mesmerizing, like he could dive into them and be dragged deep. He felt himself drawn toward them, embraced by a watery abyss as water filled his mouth and nose, but he didn’t care because it felt so nice. 

“Help me,” came a voice that knocked freed him from the illusion. It came from her lips, just a breathy, gurgling whisper. 

And then a shadow fell on him from behind.

“Beautiful, beautiful, sure is beautiful,” said Brother Jake. He reached over Benjamin’s shoulder and caressed the plastic cage with a trio of sausagey knuckles. He made a faint mmm sound as he did so. It bothered Benjamin, that sound. Some inhuman desire lingered there, far more monstrous than the mermaid or tumor-head.

The boy returns, said the voice in Benjamin’s head again. And so does the impious liar.

Benjamin did not know what “impious” meant, but the word carried such ugly weight it almost knocked him flat on his back.

“You all right, son?” Jake asked, putting a steadying hand on Benjamin’s shoulder. “Looking a little green, if I do say.”

“I must’ve eaten something bad,” Benjamin said. “Some of that awful ice cream.”

Jake laughed. “From those woolheads  in yellow robes? God the Father finds such jack-assery quite amusing.”

It’s now or never, Benjamin.

Benjamin rubbed his temple, wished he could reach in, grab the voice, and throw it out. He cast a surly eye toward the lead enclosure, but it didn’t stop the invasion.

Auction in fifteen minutes. The mermaid will suffer if you do not act. Can you live with yourself?

Benjamin swallowed a hard knot. He looked up at Jake. “So, you’re going to buy the mermaid?”

“If I win the auction – which, of course, I will.”

“But she’s a person, not a slave. You can’t buy people.”

Jake waved it off. “In God’s eyes, my boy, we’re all slaves.”

And like that, the deal was sealed. Benjamin’s eyes closed, and the uncertain became carved in stone. He took a deep breath and spoke – inside his head – to the voice that rested there like a coiled serpent.

You said you have a plan, Benjamin thought. I guess you better tell it to me.

There was a soft chuckle that only Benjamin heard. And then Mento told Benjamin exactly what to do.

 

***

 

This is what Benjamin did:

Mento told him where to find a big rubber mallet. While Brother Jake stood cooing at the poor, soggy fish girl, Benjamin went over behind a small stack of tent stakes and found the mallet.

It was heavy. He two-fisted it.

And then he dragged it over to Bigfoot’s cage.

The heady musk of the monstrous ape-man hit him before he even got within ten feet. It smelled like boiled skunk. He held his breath and proceeded closer.

The Sasquatch was a hairy shadow cast in the darkness, and all Benjamin could see was its yellowed eyes catching what little light came from those electric candles. The thing chuffed -- a throaty bark -- and Benjamin jumped.

Do it, Mento said in the boy’s head. Hurry.

Benjamin saw the mechanism that the psychic captive had described when reciting the plan. It wasn’t locked – the door was kept shut by a fat, misshapen splinter of wood thrust down through the clasp between door and cage. The mallet’s original use was to pound the splinter down those holes and seal the door: Benjamin’s job was to use that mallet to loosen and free the spike.

Another gruff bark from Bigfoot, and Benjamin could see white teeth – sharp white teeth – below those yellow eyes.

Sucking in a breath and hoisting the mallet with all his might, he brought it down upon the splinter. It barely moved, nary an inch.

Hit it from below, Mento said.

“Boy?” Brother Jake asked. “What’re you doing, now?”

Benjamin ignored Jake and tried to use the mallet underneath the wooden pin – tapping at it rather than hitting it. It budged, but only barely; his muscles screamed, his arms shook. This was too hard on his 12-year-old arms.

“Quit that!” Jake hollered, and hurried over.

Things seemed to move into slow motion.

He tapped the pin – millimeter by millimeter. Too slow, far too slow.

Jake broke into a clumsy, shuffling run, arms reaching out.

The cage rattled.

Jake’s hand reached out, caught the mallet, stopped it from connecting again with the wooden spike—

--Bigfoot roared—

--the cage rattled again—

And then the door blasted off its hinges.

The sound must’ve been enough to agitate the man-ape to action—that, and maybe Benjamin loosened the spike just enough. Either way, he and Jake were knocked back on their butt bones. Jake landed on top of him, his bowl-of-jelly body struggling to get upright. The pungent animal odor hit the both of them like a pile of smelly bricks.

Bigfoot stood over them. Rank odor. Teeth like white pebbles. All hair and shadow.

His mottled monkey face was a rictus of anger, fear and sadness. The beast tilted his head back and let loose with a warbling, guttural howl that soured Benjamin’s stomach and made his heart ache.

The Sasquatch chuffed again and ran off. 

Which wasn’t what he was supposed to do.

Benjamin tried to stand, but Jake pushed him back to the ground to give himself leverage. The man found his way to his feet at the boy’s expense, muttering the whole time, sneering and snarling.

In the other room, people were screaming. Benjamin heard things breaking. Each scream and clatter was punctuated by the mad howls of an escaping Bigfoot.

Inside the boy’s skull, Mento’s laugh echoed on and on. Was this the plan all along? Chaos and madness unleashed upon the Auction? Did Mento even know the mermaid girl?

Everything felt wildly out of control. What had he done? Benjamin stood on wobbly legs and saw that Brother Jake had picked up the rubber mallet and had gone over to the mermaid’s cage. She winced as he brought the hammer down on the padlock sealing the enclosure shut. He grunted with each swing, his face turning redder than the Devil’s own blood, and on the fifth swing the padlock popped.

“Wait!” Benjamin yelled, and bolted for Brother Jake. But Jake was having none of it. He grabbed a fist full of the boy’s shirt and smiled wildly. 

“Thanks, my boy. You just made this so much easier. Now I can have my bride for free. God loves you.”

He threw Benjamin to the ground. The air rushed out of the boy’s lungs and he struggled to gasp for air. The world swam around him and he saw Jake hoist the mermaid up over his doughy shoulder and stagger off with her atop him. Meanwhile, the chaos in the other rooms went on undiminished. Benjamin thought he heard glass breaking, and someone – a woman? -- crying.

He hoped his father was all right.

He crawled over to the metal box and used it as leverage to get himself standing again. Finally finding air, he stood up and peered into the little window cut into the lead.

The big-brained, black-eyed freak inside was rocking back and forth. At first, Benjamin thought it was sadness, but he realized that the motion only matched the laughing in his head. Mento was enjoying this.

“But she’s gone!” Benjamin said. “The mermaid! Jake has her!”

So what? came the psychic retort.

“But –“

Do not fool yourself, child. I care nothing for the mermaid, nor the ape-man. I only wanted to watch the chaos. People shrieking. Tables breaking. Raw delight!

Benjamin brought his hand against the lead cage and slapped it hard. Everything was screwed up because of Benjamin. He knew it was all his fault. If anything was going to get fixed, then it was up to him to do it.

Thinking no further, and without any idea as to what he was going to do, Benjamin turned tail and ran after Brother Jake and the stolen mermaid.

 

***

 

Madness.

People were running. People were yelling. A little fire licked at the wall just ten feet from where Benjamin stood, threatening to become a much bigger problem before too long. He saw some tall Amish fellows running over with buckets of water.

In the middle of the main room, Benjamin saw Bigfoot. The lumbering primate was chattering madly, throwing wooden chicken coops at a crowd of men who sought to toss ropes around him. As soon as one would get close, they’d get a coop to the face, and a chicken would explode from the mess as if the bird popped free from the poor man’s broken head.

Amidst the lunacy, Benjamin saw Brother Jake. Well, to be accurate, he saw a glimmering flash of chameleon scales attached to a flopping fish tail – but it only took a quick look downward to see the dumpy monk beneath the mermaid.

The boy didn’t know what to do. It wouldn’t be long before Jake would be at the exit, bursting out into the light. Not long after that, he’d have thrown the girl into a car and sped off to (quite literally) God knows where.

If Benjamin was going to act, it had to be now.

And then he had an idea. But he had to move fast.

 

***

 

The two pompous ignoramuses were still hovering about Archduke Ferdinand’s limousine. They were moping. The one played with his white handkerchief like he was plucking the wings off of a wriggling fly, mumbling something about “Hitler” and “Mercedes.”

Benjamin ran up, full steam, and snatched the white cloth from the one’s hand. 

“Sorry!” he said, barely managing the word between gasps of air. He ignored their protests and kept running.

Benjamin heard his father calling for him.

He saw Dad looking around, hand flat over his brow, scanning the crowd. The boy wanted to run to his father, to jump into his arms and find some kind of safety and sanity in this storm, and maybe they could just sneak out the back and leave this place forever. It would be the smartest, safest move.  

Instead, he ducked into the maddened throng and headed for the machine that churned out puzzle boxes.

He saw one sitting askew on the little black conveyor belt. 

“Hey!” someone called. “What’re you doing?”

Benjamin uttered another apology as he tossed the handkerchief over the puzzle box. As soon as it covered it, he grabbed it up – making sure not to touch the box itself lest it get its voodoo upon him – and took off, bolting for the front exit. A hand tried to grab him and stop him, but he was too quick and he dodged it.

Zipping past the horned horse (who was stomping his broad feet, the ground shuddering with each clomp), Benjamin planned to cut Jake off before he even got outside. He could see the monk struggling underneath the weight of the mermaid, jogging to the front door.

Benjamin went to call out to Brother Jake to get his attention, but then suddenly all he saw was a wash of fabric the color of yellow bile. Arms caught under his, and hands grabbed his ankles. Another flash of yellow and he was up in the air, barely able to hold onto the cloth-bound box.

“Aloicious comes!” said one of the man in the ochre robes. Benjamin could barely see his face beneath the hood.

“The ice cream will save us!” another moaned.

“Eat the ice cream!” the one at his feet said.

“Eat it! Eat it!” 

Suddenly, a bowl of ice cream was thrust in Benjamin’s face.

He squirmed away from it. It was the color of dirty vanilla peppered with soot. Kinks of wiry dog hair stuck up out of the half-melted morass. It smelled like an animal soaked with pond water.

In the distance, he heard the bestial yawps of Bigfoot.

“The end times are here!” one of the robed freaks yelled.

“The Eschaton says eat the ice cream!”

“Or thou shalt perish!”

Benjamin yelled and whined and opened his mouth and took a big bite of the proffered awfulness. It was the price he had to pay, he knew, for his actions today. It tasted a little bit like black licorice, which was not entirely unpleasant – but then a little knot of dog hair tickled the back of his throat and he started to gag.

“He is saved!” one of them yelled.

“Aloicious be praised!”

And then, with that, they dropped him. The swarm of yellow moved on to the next unfortunate sap.

Benjamin rolled over onto his hands and knees, coughing and hacking up a wad of dog hair. Even as his tongue was trying to collect it from his cheeks and gums so he could spit it out, he was already up and running.

He could no longer see Brother Jake.

The monster had made it outside with the abducted mermaid.

In Benjamin’s head, he pictured Brother Jake rubbing his golden cross with greedy hands, leering lecherously over the mermaid.

The boy ducked a flying cat – Mrow! -- and ran to the door.

 

***

 

Sure enough, Jake was getting into a car when Benjamin found him. The pudgy brother was fumbling with a set of keys, one foot already in the driver’s side of a wood-paneled station wagon.

Benjamin took a deep breath, and enacting his plan.

“Brother Jake!” he yelled. “Catch!”

And he let the puzzle box fly, propelling it forward with a sharp snap of the handkerchief: a trampoline maneuver.

Caught unawares, Jake did what anybody might’ve done.

He dropped the keys and caught the box.

The change was instantaneous. His jaw went slack and his eyes glazed over with the curiosity of lust (or the lust of curiosity). The man’s plump fingers traced the corners and contours of the gilded box.

“So… pretty,” he mumbled.

A line of clear drool descended from his lip onto the box. Brother Jake didn’t seem to notice. His God was gone. The puzzle box was all.

With that, Jake toppled to the parking lot, legs folded up beneath him in an awkward sitting position. He fumbled with the puzzle box and started to unlock whatever secrets were contained within. People were spilling out of the auction doors, bolting to their cars, but Jake didn’t even seem to notice.

Benjamin saw the wide wet eyes of the mermaid in the back of the station wagon. 

She smiled and waved.

 

***

 

“I’m so glad you’re all right,” his Dad said. He gave him a big hug, nearly squeezed the life out of him. 

Benjamin picked another dog hair out of his mouth and looked distastefully at it before flicking it away. “It’s okay.”

“Things got kind of crazy in there.”

“I know.”

“I’m sorry I left you alone, kiddo. I made a mistake.”

Benjamin shrugged. “It’s all right. I’m okay.”

“I know you are.” His father mussed the boy’s hair before unlocking the car door. “I knew all along you’d be all right, because you’re a smart kid. Smarter than me, for sure. You ran to the exit like a good boy, and stayed out of harm’s way.”

“I guess…” Benjamin said, getting into the passenger side and closing the door.

His father sat down, started the car, and adjusted his mirrors. 

“You ready to home, call it a day?” Dad asked.

Benjamin paused. “Just one more thing.”

“What’s that, kiddo?”

A pair of clammy hands curled around the top of the back seat, and the beautiful moon face of a mermaid peered out. She smiled and blinked.

“Can we stop at the Shore first? I think somebody here might want to go home.”

The mermaid giggled.

 

 




  

BEWARE OF OWNER

 

 

 

The cat was back on the garage roof, and Pop was mad.

“Dirty animals, those cats,” he said, pressing a .308 round into the Winchester rifle.

“I think that’s Grandma’s cat,” I said, but I didn’t think so, I knew so. She called it Monkeyface because its dark, mottled tortoiseshell head gave it a chimpy look.

“I know who’s cat that is.” He jacked the bolt forward. He rested the gun on the kitchen windowsill, handling the weapon gently like it was a carton of eggs. He peered through the scope. I could hear his beard stubble scratch against the texture of the rifle butt. “My mother has to learn that she should keep her filthy little shits to herself. They bring in parasites. What do I always say?”

I swallowed hard. “We don’t abide trespassers.”

“Goddamn right. You’re a good boy, Raymond.”

“Okay.” I didn’t know what else to say.

Pop sucked a little air in between his teeth, sniffed a snot back up into his nose, then pulled the trigger.

He wouldn’t let me wear ear-muffs whenever we went out shooting, said it was queer or stupid to wear those things. Of course, he was mostly deaf in one ear. When the shot rang out, I smelled the nose-burning sting of spent powder and my ears were left ringing. (Though I don’t know why they call it ringing, it was more like one of those tones they play to test your hearing in elementary school, except it doesn’t stop for hours.)

The shot missed the cat, but must’ve hit close by. The cat jumped like it had just been bitten on the ass by a little rat, and then lost its footing. Its legs went akimbo and it slid down the tin roof, claws on metal, making a vvviiiiiiip sound.

Followed by a thud.

Monkeyface hit the ground, and contrary to legend, the feline’s internal gyroscope didn’t allow it to land on all its feet. Well. It landed on its feet, I guess. It just didn’t land successfully.

“Scope needs adjusting,” Pop said. “Go get the cat.”

I just nodded, and did what I was told.

***

Three of the cat’s legs were broken. It wasn’t hard to tell, because they were bent at funny angles. The cat panted like a dog would, and made this low keening sound in the back of its throat.

“That is an ugly cat,” Pop said, chewing on a thumbnail.

He was right, but I wasn’t going to say so. I felt guilty just thinking it, because here this cat was cradled in my arms, crying and suffering. “What’re we going to do?”

“Set it up for target practice, probably. Nail it to a fence, maybe put up some Ginger Ale cans or beer bottles alongside it.” He scratched the bald spot at the back of his head. “You could go get your .22, I’ll bring the .308, maybe call your uncle see if he wants in.”

“I feel bad.”

“For the cat?” he asked, incredulous. He barely stifled a bitter laugh. “That’s your mother talking, God rest her soul forever and ever. I hear her voice come out of your mouth sometimes. She was a good woman, but you’re not a woman, remember that always.”

“Okay.”

“Still,” he said, pausing. “We could give it to Whats-His-Name, the salesman. See what he does with it.”

“Mr. Carlson,” I said, reminding Pop of his name.

“Right. Carlson. Sure. Take Monkeyface to Carlson.”

I looked down at the cat, who was moving his one good leg as if trying to set an example for the others.

“Okay,” I said.

***

Mr. Carlson didn’t look so good. His face was the color of paste, and his lips were chapped like they’d been rubbed with sand. He didn’t even seem to notice me coming at first, but when I got closer and flicked on the cellar light, he jerked his head up, eyes wide. He pulled at the shackle around his right wrist, almost like he forgot it was chaining him there.

“Little Raymond,” he mumbled. His lips pulled back in a mean smile, showing off yellow teeth. “Want to buy some encyclopedias?”

It was his joke, and I never laughed. That’s what he came to our house to do, sell his encyclopedias. Nobody bought those anymore, I said. What with the Internet and all. Pop said we didn’t need them (Pop said we didn’t need the Internet, either), and that the man was trespassing, and you know what he says about trespassers.

“No, sir,” I told him. “I have something for you.”

“What is it? Tell me.” He strained to see what I had in my arms. The smile vanished, and for a second he looked feral, worse than the meanest cat, even one that’s been shot at a bunch of times.

“It’s a cat named Monkeyface.”

“Why would I want a cat?

“I dunno. My Dad wanted me to give it to you, I guess to keep you company.” I shifted nervously from foot to foot.

Mr. Carlson hissed: “Did they get to have pets?” He jerked his head to indicate the other three bodies sitting against the wall. Two of them were all bones, by now, but the third still had a little meat on the skeleton. One of them was real estate agent. The other two were a Jehovah’s Witness and a UPS man that Pop said was trying to steal stuff from our garden. The room smelled bad, but I was used to it by now.

“No,” I said. “Do you need anything?”

“Please let me go,” he mewled.

“Can’t. Pop says trespassers have to learn their lesson. Maybe you want some water?”

“Water’ll just make me have to piss again.”

“I’m going to put the cat down now,” I said. “But don’t grab at me or anything, or Pop will have to take off your other foot.”

I think Mr. Carlson started crying, then.

I laid the broken cat down next to the salesman, and it tried to run away but just plopped down onto its three shattered legs and cried out.

“You two play nice,” I said, and I meant it. I felt bad for what they were going through, but Pop liked things a certain way around here, and I wasn’t going to argue with him.

I turned off the cellar light and went back upstairs. Hopefully, Pop wouldn’t be mad anymore. You just never knew. But I didn’t worry too badly. I was a good boy, and I didn’t abide trespassers either.

 

 




  

DO-OVERS AND TAKE-BACKS

 

 

Outside, thunder split the pants of the sky and rain poured down like piss.

“Shortcut my ass,” Taye said, pouting. The 12-year-old looked out the half-shattered window of the burnt-out tenement’s lowest floor. The streets glowed like radioactive bile as the downpour battered the asphalt. Nobody was out there, except for a three-legged mongrel dog sniffing through a garbage bag on the opposite sidewalk. Lightning flashed and the cur fled for an alley. Taye frowned. 

Little Bitch tried to light a cigarette he found next to a dead potted plant just inside the door of the abandoned building, but his lighter wasn’t doing more than throwing sparks. He tossed the cigarette away.

“It was a shortcut,” Little Bitch insisted. “And a good one, too. You’d have seen that, Taye, if it didn’t start raining like a motherfucker out here.”

“Yeah,” Taye said. “Uh-huh. Taking us into some scary-old crack house down on Blanchard Avenue. That’s a real good shortcut.”

Little Bitch laughed. He yelled: “Any crackheads in here?”

Only response was the rain outside and a siren somewhere in the distance. The city was quiet, and no crackheads spoke up.

“See? Not a crackhouse.” 

Little Bitch was always doing stuff like this. Fucking up the bread in that Korean’s grocery store, stealing orange traffic cones, throwing pennies at people on the street from rooftops. And shortcuts. Little Bitch was always one with the shortcuts. No money for the train, no money for cabs, so they had to walk everywhere. And sure as anything, Little Bitch always had a quicker way. Once in a while, he really did. Most times they got lost and dumb stuff like this happened. Not that my parents give a fuck, Taye thought. Let’s see. What would the old folks be doing tonight? Pops would be watching basketball and smoking dope. Momma would be eating pie and crying into it, and probably later Pops would either throw her a beating or a banging. Or both. 

She’d cry, he’d yell. She’d yell, he’d storm out. 

End over end. Night after night. 

Maybe the crackhouse wasn’t so bad, after all.

And by the way, where the hell was Barley at?

 

***

 

Beauregard Montrose ate a Power Bar while sitting on the edge of the bed while listening to the distant thunder thrum in the distance. He popped his knuckles. Wiped sweat from his brow. Chewed a little on his tongue. As usual, he couldn’t concentrate. Nameless, faceless anxiety clawed its way through his veins and arteries. He felt at his side, thought maybe he was getting a tumor. Wasn’t true, of course: he was fit as a fiddle, but it didn’t stop him from worrying. This week it was cancer. Last week it was AIDS. Who the fuck even gets AIDS anymore, he thought? Whatever.

He grabbed the remote from off the dresser and flipped on the flatscreen in the corner. CNN flared to life, the volume blaring. The 24-hour news-cycle gave him succor.

“Jesus Christ,” Lila moaned from under the comforter. “What fucking time is it?”

Beau sniffed. “Three in the AM.”

“We just finished two hours ago, and you’re up already?”

“Couldn’t sleep.” Or, rather, I never sleep.

Lila withdrew her head from the comforters. Her black hair lay in a lion’s mane tangle around her head. Beau looked her up and down. She wasn’t pretty. Not in any traditional sense. But beauty had nothing to do with hotness, and that’s what she was. Hot. Trashy. Slutty. A heroin-addled Molly Ringwald. This girl fucked like every part of her body was a member of an orchestra. She didn’t mind the restraints, either. Or the candle wax. Or, for that matter, the money.

“I’m watching CNN,” he said.

“Why do you watch that garbage?”

“It’s interesting. People living interesting lives.” He squinted at the screen. Someone foiled another terrorist plot. The danger was exciting. Beau’s anxiety levels cooled.

“If by ‘interesting,’ you mean ‘depressing,’ then yeah, you’re right.” Lila sat up and rubbed the red marks around her wrists. Her lips split into a wicked grin. “You wanna turn the box off and have another go? I think I got a little more juicy-juice in me.”

He dismissed her with a wave of his hand. “Nah, forget that. I’m spent up. I’m good with this.”

“And what am I supposed to do?”

He shrugged.

“I’m hungry,” she said.

“That’s fine.”

“Well, can we go get some food or what?”

Beau turned around, shot her an eat-shit look.

“Asshole,” she spat. “This whole relationship is for assholes.”

“Sure. You call this a relationship? Is this what relationships are? I’ve been in those, and this isn’t it. Relationships are about love and trust and understanding. This thing we have is about me banging the dogshit out of you and giving you a lot of my family’s money so you can go and play and buy new shoes and get new tattoos and have a generally nice time without me. Get that last part? Without me.” He turned back to CNN and stabbed the volume up another couple of notches. 

“Prick!” she hollered over the din and rolled off the bed. She started tugging on her skirt and top. “What do you know about loving relationships? When was the last time you saw your wife? Your kid? How many months since you even called them?” She marched around in front of him, in front of his view of the TV, hands on hips, dark-ringed raccoon eyes angry and unblinking.

He reached down into the pockets of his pants, pulled out a money clip. He withdrew a hundred dollars in twenties and handed it to her. 

“Here,” he said. “You can either go to the kitchen and get a Power Bar, or you can go out, go down to that nice ritzy weirdo artist diner on the corner and get yourself a cinnamon roll and some coffee. Or some eggs.” Or a cup of Drano, he thought, but to his surprise did not say.

Lila blinked and looked down at the cash in her hand. Her brow lifted.

“Feel better?”

She nodded, like a little child.

Then she left.

“I’m going to go jogging,” Beau said to nobody in particular. But he didn’t go jogging. Instead he went to the master bathroom, stood on the toilet, and reached across to the high top of the medicine cabinet. Sitting there was a bundled-up dishtowel, which he grabbed. He unwrapped it, and pulled out the gun.

 

***

 

“Holy shit! Bullet holes!”

Barley’s voice. From down the hall somewhere. 

Taye and Little Bitch gave each other a look and walked—not jogged—toward Barley’s voice. Barley was always full of shit; not because he was a liar, but because he was dumb as a block of cheese. 

They found him in a rotten apartment where the ceiling was caving in—not a big drastic cave-in, but a slow and steady collapse, like a mudslide filmed in really slow motion. The little tow-headed white kid was standing, mouth wide, holding a lighter in one hand and pointing at the wall with the other. His eyes were wide in awe.

“Those aren’t bullet holes, dummy,” Taye said.

“Yeah,” Little Bitch said, “I seen bullet holes, and bullet holes ain’t as big as a fuckin’ softball, white boy.”

Barley frowned and crossed his arms over a Calvin Peeing t-shirt that was a hand-me-down of a hand-me-down. “Look like bullet holes to me. And just ‘cause I’m white don’t mean I don’t know what bullet holes look like, fool.”

Sure, Barley was white, but he lived down on Temple Row just like Little Bitch and Taye. He’d seen his share of bullet holes, but Little Bitch wasn’t having any of that. He pshaw’ed, waved his hand dismissively, and said, “Let’s see what’s upstairs.”

Taye didn’t want to see what was upstairs—hell, he didn’t want to be here at all, but Little Bitch grabbed the working lighter from Barley’s hands and jogged off. Barley chuckled like a dummy and followed after. The light surrounded them in a flimsy, flickering sphere—at its edges lay uncertain shadow that offered glimpses of cracked walls, water stains that looked like faces, and roaches scurrying. Taye didn’t mind the dark most places, but there was something about this place. It felt like it was alive somehow, but close to dying. Like that old homeless dude down in King’s Park: yeah, he was still kicking, but his gums were rotten and you could smell the death on his breath. Local kids took bets on how long it would be before he finally coughed, puked, and died. 

This place felt like that. It felt just plain wrong, and Taye didn’t want to get stuck here in the pitch black: felt like he might step on a rotten floorboard and fall through any minute, and for some reason he didn’t want to know what was beneath these floors (hands, reaching for him, that’s what he imagined). He hurried after and caught up with Barley, suddenly feeling like someone was watching him from outside the meager ring of light.

They made it upstairs, and Taye was about to say something about getting the hell out of this rat-trap, who cares about the rain, let’s just run for it, but Little Bitch started kicking in doors. Didn’t take much to open ‘em (half of them crumbled to shit with even the most half-hearted kick), but it seemed to make him feel like he was a real man, putting boot to wood like that.

“Old-ass bullshit,” Little Bitch said after shouldering the last door at the end of the hall open. The door literally split in half and tumbled. “Isn’t this cool? I love this shit. People lived here. They left part of themselves here. And we can come along and see it. Take it, even.”

Taye glanced over his shoulder, thinking he saw something move. “Oh, yeah. Real exciting. We might find some buried treasure. Like a crackpipe. Or a needle. Or a burnt spoon. Maybe they’ll put us on TV for finding shit like that.” Did something just dart in and out of the shadows? He couldn’t tell. This place was flipping him out.

“Maybe we’ll find a porno,” Barely said.

“Barley’s got the right idea,” Little Bitch said, peering into the flat matte black darkness of the room at the end of the hall. “See, Barley, he an optimist. And we got, what, four more floors to this treasure palace? Let’s start with this room, here. You bet your lily white Casper-the-Friendly-Ghost ass we’ll find a porno, Barley. You stay positive.” 

 

***

 

Sucking on the end of a revolver reminded Beau of sucking on a penny. Same acrid metallic tang. 

He stood at the bathroom sink, elbows planted on the porcelain, gun pressed to the roof of his mouth. That was how you were supposed to do it, right? Beau wasn’t sure. But it made sense. Bullet goes through roof of mouth, bullet plows a nice furrow through the brainpan, all body functions cease, and the emptiness that has been plaguing him for two years can slink off and bother someone else. Good. Perfect. 

Now, courage.

He needed courage.

He withdrew the gun barrel and looked in the medicine cabinet. Viagra. Zoloft. Aspirin. Benadryl. Astrtroglide. No “instant bravery” available. He slapped the medicine cabinet shut with a pill-rattling slam. 

“I haven’t seen Tommy in over a year,” he mumbled. He hadn’t seen Petra, either, but fuck her, she was a gold-digging commoner with platinum hair and a Prada purse. The divorce wasn’t final (the divorce would never be final if he had his way, and his team of lawyers were attempting just that very tack), but that woman was barely a blip on his radar. Tommy, on the other hand. Good kid. Solid kid. What did he play? Street hockey? Basketball? Damnit. Couldn’t remember. Had it been that long? Didn’t matter what sport he played, he was a kid with success on the brain. He wasn’t content to just sit on his ass and wait for fortune to come down from on-high. He was young, yet, but one day he’d be a powerful man. Taking nothing from nobody. Ruthless. Inventive. Proactive. Characteristics unfamiliar to a man like Beauregard. A man who took, took, took.

Daddy’s money was good enough. Why work? Why make any effort when the rewards were so easy? He’d had some jobs. Big ones, important ones. They never seemed right, though. Devoid of meaning and purpose. Uncomfortable, like an ill-fitting suit. And what did it matter? Daddy was dead, but the money wasn’t, and it kept flowing downwards to only-son-Beau. If he wanted to, he could choose to never get out of bed. He could pay someone to bring him food. Sponge him clean. Wipe his ass. Irrigate his bed sores. It remained a tempting option even with a gun barrel in his mouth.

But what kind of life was that?

Tommy. Yeah. Tommy wouldn’t end up like this. You could see it in the dark of his pupil. A flash of silver. A quick glimpse of ambition. He’d never wish this life for Tommy. For all the money, for all the times he’d grabbed a fistful of Lila’s hair or drizzled wax down her back as he fucked her from behind, for everything he’d had and wanted, it didn’t matter. Because the emptiness was goddamn overwhelming. A tide of uselessness tugged at him every waking moment. 

Hence the gun.

He mouthed the barrel anew. Savored that coppery taste.

The last thing his tongue would ever taste.

He mumbled into the black ear of the revolver’s barrel.

“I all empy inide.” I’m all empty inside.

“I own’t iserve to rive.” I don’t deserve to live.

“I own’t wanh iss rife any oor.” I don’t want this life anymore.

“Ake it away fom ee.” Take it away from me.

He pulled the trigger.

 

 

***

 

They found a porno, but it wasn’t so much a “good” one as a “weird” one. They discovered it pinned beneath an air conditioning unit that looked like someone had taken a baseball bat to it. Barley and Taye lifted the unit up while Little Bitch yanked the magazine out. Roaches scuttled for the borders of the room.

Now they had it, but they weren’t so sure they wanted it. Little Bitch held it the magazine Barley floated the lighter over the pages so they could have some light. What they saw wasn’t what they wanted to see. One page, a girl hung from a hook by the ropes around her wrists, something that looked like a red superball shoved in her mouth. On another page, a girl with her titties all bound up in bundles of gnarly rope lay with her legs spread before some big lumberjack motherfucker in a leather balaclava. 

The boys stared down at it, brows furrowed, a little confused. 

Barley looked up. “Why you want to tie up such a nice pair of boobies?”

“Maybe they’re trying to force milk out of ‘em,” Taye said, shrugging.

“I hear that,” Little Bitch said. “I hear grown men sometimes like to drink the baby milk from a Momma’s jugs. I bet it tastes like white chocolate.”

Taye rolled his eyes. “Forget what it tastes like. Don’t anybody else smell what I’m smelling?”

They lifted up their noses, took a whiff. 

“I smell it,” Barley said.

“Yeah, all right,” Little Bitch said. “I smell it too. Let’s go find out what’s making that smell. Might be a dead cat or something. Besides, this porno sucks.”

He chucked the bondage mag over his shoulder.

“I don’t wanna find it,” Taye said. “Let’s just go.”

“I do wanna find it.”

“Maybe we go look for another porno. Something better.”

“I wanna find what’s causing that smell. I wanna see something dead.”

Barley nodded. “Me too.”

“Don’t sweat it,” Little Bitch added, his smirk looking sinister by the lighter’s glow. “You don’t mind waiting here in the dark while me and white boy here go poking around, that’s no problem. We’ll come back.” He waited, then said, “Eventually.”

He didn’t wait for Taye to answer. Little Bitch just took off, marching out of the apartment, the hazy lighter halo traveling with him. Barley just shrugged and trailed after. 

Taye felt it in his guts that this was a bad move. But what else was he going to do? He sucked it up, balled his hands into fists, and hurried after. 

Little Bitch was like a bloodhound in cornrows: sniffing the air, closing in on the rank odor. He stepped over a pair of ratty couch cushions and walked into doorless apartment that looked like it had been used by addicts: pillows, boxes, bricks arranged in miniature fire-pits, a charred-up hot plate. And all over the ground? Broken vials. Bent spoons. The tip of a needle.

“Be careful,” Taye said. “Watch your step.”

Vials crunched under foot.

“Smell’s coming from in here,” Little Bitch said, pressing his face into the crook of his elbow. He waved them on.

They went into the bathroom.

The smell sucker-punched them. Barley started gagging, but Taye and Little Bitch held their shirts up over their faces, breathing in through their mouths, not their noses. The bathroom was crumbling. Sink leaned downward with exposed pipes jutting all akimbo out of the wall. Every tile on the wall, cracked and broken. Like someone had taken a hammer to each. Then there was the tub. Had a shower-curtain pulled across it, scummed up real good with black mold. The curtain looked brittle. Like an old woman’s skin hung out to dry.

They stood for a minute, dead silent, staring ahead at that shower. They knew that to see what was making the smell, they’d have to pull back that curtain. Whatever it was—animal, vegetable, or mineral—was in that tub. Nobody wanted to pull it back, but everybody wanted to pull it back at the same time. Even Taye felt it in his bones: I want to see what’s waiting for me. But then he felt the eyes again, behind him, coming from the same area where a mirror hung above the sink, its reflective glass tarnished and spider-webbed with breaks. And he didn’t want to pull the curtain back anymore.

But Little Bitch did.

He reached out, and Taye started to shake his head, started to say “No, c’mon, don’t—” but it was too late. Little Bitch yanked the curtain back (it crunched as it moved), and that’s where they found the corpse.

“That’s not a cat,” Barley said quietly, then handed the lighter to Taye. Then Barley puked in the corner. 

“A fuckin’ dead guy,” Little Bitch whispered, like maybe talking too loudly might wake the poor sonofabitch out of his dirt-nap. 

Taye wasn’t even sure it was a guy. The body had moldered in stagnant bathwater, and maggots crawled over every inch of his body. Taye felt his own gorge rise, and hearing Barley vomit up dinner wasn’t helping—don’t puke don’t puke Little Bitch will never let you hear the end of it—and he managed to choke it back.

Taye took a step back and jostled something with his foot. He spun around (anything to not look at the corpse anymore) and saw that he had bumped a rusty spoon on the ground into a discarded needle. 

“Guy was cooking up some dope or something,” Taye said, and regretting speaking because it gave his bile another chance at the finish line. He forced it back down—barely.

“He’s got a needle sticking out of his arm, too,” Little Bitch said, getting the lighter as close to the body as he could manage. He slipped, almost fell into the tub—and, the way that body looked, into the body. Taye caught his arm. 

They were close, now. Milky eyes stared up, unfocused, from the carpet of worms. Taye could almost imagine the corpse’s eyes suddenly coming alive, the pupils rotating in the rotten sockets and turning to look right at him. He also tried to imagine this poor bastard’s life. Was he homeless? Was he always homeless? Maybe he grew up in one of the row homes near where the three of them lived. Maybe this dude was a once a kid of Temple Row or Jessup Street or could be he came from those tomb-looking tenements down by the Greenhill projects. Maybe he even lived here. In this apartment. And he came back here to tie off one more time and die. 

Little Bitch was thinking the same. “Maybe he got capped by somebody. Stole some drugs or some shit. This dude, he got in the way of some mean dogs, you know what I’m saying? Got bit. Maybe they killed him with drugs because he stole their drugs.” He took a deep breath through his mouth. They both knew he was making shit up, but out there in the neighborhoods, anything was possible. Little Bitch mustered false bravado. “Must be cool as shit to be one of those dudes, taking out betraying motherfuckers like this one here.” He suddenly made as if he was talking directly to the corpse. “Hey! Fool! Wake up! What you think about what I’m saying? Streets are tough game, son. You win, you get out alive. You die, well.” He chuckled. “Shit happens.”

“That isn’t cool,” Taye said, taking a few steps back and resting on the cockeyed sink. “Nobody deserves this.”

Barley was done vomiting, and just leaned into the corner, breathing loudly.

“He deserved it,” Little Bitch asserted. 

Taye closed his eyes. He felt pissed. And scared. There were eyes still watching him from the darkness and there was a hard cherry pit sitting in his stomach. Little Bitch was just talking smack like he always did, but somehow, with a dead body in front of him, the boy’s disrespect was just too much to bear. 

Taye gave Little Bitch a shove. “Streets are bad, man.” Images of his Pops, eyes glazed over, taking the belt to Momma again. “They do bad shit to you. We can’t be like this. I don’t want to end up like this. I don’t want to end up like this. Dead in a fuckin’ crackhouse bathtub. I wish I’d never been born here. I wish my Pops had a job and wouldn’t hit my Momma, and I wish my Momma would move far away so the streets wouldn’t use her up like a fucking, I dunno, like a washrag.” He sighed. “I wish that things were different.”

Little Bitch laughed, and for that Taye wanted to split his lip. “Wishin’ is for dummies. Hell, I wish right now for a bowl of vanilla ice cream and a pair of big titties in my face, do you see either of those things—”

A swift wind kicked up in the room, like someone opened a window to the apartment—but here, all the windows were boarded and barred. The wind snuffed the lighter flame, cutting Little Bitch short, and then Taye felt a harsh ringing in his ears and the room became a beating heart in the darkness. Those eyes that were watching him were now right behind him, and he about lost control of his bladder when a hand—silent and slow—landed on his shoulder.

 

***

 

No kaboom. No bang. No blood and brains painting the ceiling tile. The gun didn’t go off.

Beauregard felt the presence before he saw it, and for a scant few seconds he thought maybe Lila had come in, seen him, and tinkered with the gun to jam it up—and here she was to gloat. He tried to turn around and see, but he couldn’t. This isn’t Lila. Someone else. Something else. He opened his eyes, gun barrel still in mouth.

A finger—not his own, but rather one that was caked with black tar and riddled with calluses and blisters—had placed itself between the hammer of the gun and the revolver’s frame. Stopping it from firing. 

Beau followed the finger to its raggedy arm, and gazed over at the homeless man—or was it a woman?—standing there next to the sink. The figure was buried in so many motley rags he or she looked like a genderless trash-heap. And the hair was long and nappy, poking out from a blaze orange wool-cap like half-crushed spider legs. The ‘person’ drew back a set of purpled lips to show off teeth as white as toothpaste. 

“Ow id oo et in ear?” he asked around the barrel of the gun. He wanted to pull it out but found himself unable to move anything but his mouth and his eyes. How did you get in here?

“Shh,” the figure said—and still, even in that voice, there was no certainty—man or woman? Then he/she gently eased the finger away from the firing pin, letting it settle back against the weapon. Then the person quietly pried the gun out of Beau’s hands and mouth. “We don’t need this no more.”

Beau felt sick. And weirdly alive. An absurd thought reached his brain: This trespasser—my savior—sounds a lot like Whoopi Goldberg.

He turned his eyes toward the intruder and looked at the pile of rags that served as its clothing. Strange symbols appeared inked upon the different scraps—markings like snakes, script like Greek and Arabic, strings of motley nonsense scrawled in harsh non-lettering. But the symbols seemed to be moving, almost floating across the rags, even so far as migrating from one swatch of fabric to another with no care or concern for the laws of physics. It made him dizzy to watch, and when he blinked and looked again, the symbols were gone.

An idle thought that he couldn’t control went through his mind—are those swollen mounds beneath the rags tits? Rolls of fat? Tumors? Or something else? His mouth went dry as cotton.

The androgyne smiled.

“You long been on the outside of this city. Living at its edges, rollin’ in its money, honey.”

“I....I—” Beau stammered. “I don’t want the money anymore.”

“That’s no problem, baby.”

“R-really?”

“’Cause I’m extending the invite. My kingdom’s several blocks over. And you’re welcome to come on over, stay a while.” Still no gender in that voice—it was deep like a man’s but had the upturned lilt of a woman’s. It (not he or she) pressed a greasy thumb to Beau’s forehead and began drawing some invisible letter or word. “Business is about to change for you, Beauregard Montrose. Welcome to my world.”

 

***

 

Upon feeling the hand come out of the darkness, Taye wheeled around and backpedaled into the wall.

“Little Bitch! Barley! Someone’s in here with us!”

Light flared up. Orange light, and flickering. Like that of a flame, but far more than a little lighter could provide.

Barley and Little Bitch were not there.

But someone else was.

Some bum had come in after them. Dressed in all sorts of crazy-colored patchwork shit. Grinning like the devil. Looked maybe like a man—but then, Taye wasn’t so sure. Might’ve been a crackhed or some tweaker—they get so fucked up on the stuff that whether they got a dick or a hole doesn’t matter anymore. He remembers watching two toothless hookers clawing at each other’s faces with fingernails like raven claws, screeching like birds, too. One cut into the other’s nostril. Blood everywhere. But here he couldn’t tell. Even when the figure spoke, the smoky voice gave no indication.

“Little Taye Tyler,” the crackhead said. “Making some very bold wishes, sweetie.”

“Get out of here! I’ll call the cops!”

The figure chortled. “Oh? And how, babydoll?”

“I got my cell on me.” He thrust his hand in his jacket pocket to show he meant business.

“You don’t got nothing in that pocket but a melted Hershey bar and a bundle of dreams. You ain’t brought a cell phone.”

Taye’s guts ran cold. The creep was right. His fingers sank into the soft chocolate still in its wrapper. His fist squeezed around it.

“Ready to play, honey?”

“What’d you do with my friends? Where’s Little Bitch and Barley?” 

“They gone, but just for a second.” The grin got wider. “Streets and city ain’t nothing but a network of veins, nerves, and arteries, and I just used that to put ‘em somewhere else for a time.”

“If you hurt them –“

“Wouldn’t dream of it, cookie puss.”

“C’mon, now. Bring them back and just… just leave me alone.”

“But I got a gift for you. It’s a real good gift. What if I told you that I can make wishes come true? How ‘bout that?”

“I don’t want that,” Taye said, but he wasn’t so sure. He wanted to dismiss this freak as nothing but a doped-up psycho, but…

Taye’s eyes went out of focus for a second. For a half-moment, he was pretty sure that he saw bugs or worms crawling across those rags—and then he realized, those weren’t bugs. They were letters. Or symbols. Or something written down—letters that he didn’t recognize, not from this life, not from this world. And then they weren’t there anymore. 

“Why me?” Taye asked. It was the only question he could muster.

“Funny,” the thing said. “Nobody ever ask why me before. You the first.”

“I’m sorry.”

“No need. It’s a good question” The figure brought a dirty hand to its face, and drew a finger across the upper lip. Taye thought he saw a dark line there that could’ve been mustache stubble, or just a shadow. “I was like you once, little kid of the city and all. And I wanted out. And I never got out. City chewed me up. Ate my bones. Digested my heart and my spirit. Maybe I’m glad I didn’t because now I know shit about the city I never done know before. I know how the city eats, shits, and breathes. I know all its sweet spots. I know its wet spots. How to stroke its thighs to get it to do what I want, how to whisper in its ear to take me where I need to go. If I had gotten out, maybe I wouldn’t ever know that, and would that be a good or bad thing? Shit if I know.

“So I got my reasons for giving you want you want here. First is ‘cause I like you, and I’m willing to give you what you’re asking for. Second is ‘cause I see something in your eyes that looks like a tiny match flame, so puttin’ you somewhere else now means maybe I don’t have competition later on—and honey, in my business, competition is a mean little kitten. Third thing is, well, let’s just say I’m trying to earn me a kind of merit badge like you might get in them Boy Scouts. I get my badge, I get a nice reward and I get to become somebody else. I’ve started my journey. Now I got to finish.”

Taye felt a hard fist in his throat. He could barely swallow he was so scared. He was surprised his teeth weren’t chattering together. Part of him was really starting to believe what this nutbag was yammering on about. He saw something there, some weird energy coming off this freak like heat waves wiggling off a hot city street. 

“Thanks for the offer,” Taye said, voice shaking. He drew in a deep breath. “But I’m the fuck out of here.”

He saw a little gap between the crackhead and the doorframe. He could make it. He knew he could. Taye bolted.

His getaway sticks pumped like they’d never pumped before—and then the raggedy arms of the psycho reached out and enfolded him in the tattered cloak. For a moment he couldn’t move, his face buried in those rags. He smelled man’s cologne. He smelled flowers like rose-petals and lilacs. He smelled the stinking death of that poor bastard in the tub and he smelled an odor he’d never encountered before but somehow knew instantly—the scent of fresh cut grass. Then a thumb, slick and oily with blood and snake guts, pressed against his forehead from within the folds of the rag pile, and it made some kind of half-star pattern there, and suddenly everything turned upside-down.

 

***

 

Beau woke up, his back against a mattress that was pressed up against a wall. It was daytime. Sunlight came through boarded up windows in crooked slashes. His eyes adjusted and he saw two roaches wrestling over a cigarette butt on the dirty floor. Next to him was half a bondage magazine, the other half pinned beneath an air conditioning unit. He felt good. And sleepy. And awake. He didn’t know what that meant or where he was.

He moved his arm, and something bounced against his skin. He was wearing a moth-eaten blue blazer jacket with muddy footprints all across it, and his left sleeve was rolled up right against his flagging bicep. A needle wangled out of his arm, the tip still stuck in the artery that pounded at the crook of his arm. He looked at it with some distance, like maybe this wasn’t him. Like maybe he was watching this in a movie theater—or in a dream. 

Groggy, he stood up. 

Faintly he remembered some homeless man. Or woman. Or whatever. Didn’t he/she give him something? He was struggling to remember when two men came into the room.

Two big black men. Looked like identical twins in different clothing. One wore sunglasses. The other had a mouthful of gold-capped teeth. 

“There’s our man,” the one on the left said.

“Bitch thief motherfucker,” the one on the right said.

Beau was about to protest, to tell them, hey, you have the wrong guy, I’m just some loser from uptown, but he never got the chance. The two men moved fast. A fist shot out, popped him in the jaw. Blood went into his mouth as a tooth loosened. The other grabbed him in a fierce headlock, and started dragging him, kicking and gurgling, into the bathroom. 

They kicked another needle and a spoon out of the way, and threw him in a scummy claw-foot tub. 

“You stole our shit,” the one said.

“Good shit, too,” the other added. “Some of that South Asian shit.”

“It’s expensive.”
 “You owe.”

Finally, Beau found his voice.

“Wait! No. I have money. I have lots of money.”

The one on the right laughed. “Naw, bitch. You don’t.”

The one on the left didn’t laugh. He just shook his head and drew his hand out of his coat. In it was a big, nickel-plated hand-cannon. Not like the little bullshit bug-sized revolver Beau had in his bathroom. This piece could drop a fucking airliner. 

Beau started to say “Tommy –“ but didn’t get the chance to finish his words. The gun pressed against his forehead, where that she-male put its thumb. And this time, the gun went off without a hitch. Bang. In the nanosecond before death, Beau felt more alive than he’d ever felt before.

 

***

 

Taye didn’t want to open his eyes because he knew he was still caught up in the crackhead’s cloak. He could still feel it tangled all around him like a body bag. And there was that smell. Cut grass. What did that mean? In the distance, Taye heard a sound like some construction equipment, like they were blacktopping something or filling up some potholes. Or maybe it was a monster, ready to come out of the darkness and chew him up with its big machine teeth. It sounded like it was coming closer. He felt the fabric all around him vibrate. 

Escape. He needed to escape or he’d be dead for sure. He held his breath for a few seconds and counted down from ten. His fists clenched, his toes curled inward, and when he hit two, then one, he spun wildly around, punching and kicking at whatever was holding him fast, and then he launched himself free.

And promptly fell off the bed.

He lay face up on the carpet. Soft carpet the color of a blue sky. This wasn’t his own carpet from his own bedroom. That carpet was the color of baby shit and was all fucked up with cigarette stains. He stood up. This wasn’t his room either. For one, it was bigger than his whole family’s apartment. Two, he didn’t have a TV in his room (much less a flat-screen that was almost as big as his family’s dinner table). This was a kid’s room. In the corner was a set of shelves that had model airplanes and helicopters. On the wall was a Harry Potter poster (who Taye noted looked a little like Barley, then again maybe he just thought all white people looked alike). 

That sound was getting closer. Taye walked over to the window and looked out. This room overlooked a big lawn, with a white gazebo and a blue-trim bridge over a tiny stream. There were men out there cutting the lawn with big industrial mowers. 

That explained the machine sound and the grass smell.

But it doesn’t explain nothing else, Taye thought.

There was a soft cough from behind him. Taye spun around.

A white woman stood at the other end of the room, standing just in the doorway. She had severe cheekbones and small eyeglasses. Her hands nervously fidgeted with one another. 

“You want to come downstairs for a moment?” she asked. She seemed hesitant. And damn well she should be, Taye thought. I don’t know this lady. She seemed safe enough, though, unless she was going to turn into that freaky she-male hobo as soon as she got him out of his nice-ass room. Still. He nodded.

Getting downstairs was its own ordeal.

He figured they’d go out the room, turn left or right, head down a set of steps, and voila. 

But no. Long hallways. Dark wood trim. Lots of doors. Past a laundry room. Past more bedrooms. Past a room with pinball machines in it! (Taye noted that one; if he got out of this alive, he’d race back up here and get in a few games before he tried to figure out how to get back home.) Finally, after several hallways and several turns, then he found the steps. There he found the skinny woman who looked like a nervous bird. She held waved him downstairs, into a grand foyer with marble floors.

She took him through more rooms until they reached what looked like a dining room (fit for a small army, it seemed). A dark-skinned woman in a maid outfit stood by the head of the table, and at the table there sat a folded cloth napkin, a spoon, and a dish of something that Taye couldn’t make out.

“Rosita made pudding,” the woman said. “Chocolate. I know it’s your favorite.”

Taye shrugged. It was, but he didn’t want to give this stranger the satisfaction. Still, his tummy grumbled, so he sat down.

The maid and the other lady watched.

He felt like a bug under a microscope. They expected him to eat? Fine, he’d eat.

He reached for the spoon.

And his hand was not the one that found it.

He controlled the hand, to be sure. But last time he checked, his hand was black, not white. And this hand was fucking white. White like rice. White like marble. White like Barley. He jerked it back and the spoon clattered to the floor.

The lady looked to the maid, and shook her head. “He can tell something’s wrong. He knows. I’ll just tell him.”

“Tell me what?” Taye asked, and he tried to put some anger in his voice, but that was before he realized that the voice that just came out of him was not his voice. He pushed the pudding bowl away from him in case it was poisoned.

“Your father is dead,” the woman with the sharp cheekbones said. The maid—Rosita—made a small, sad moan.

“What?” Taye said, standing up and eyeing up the exits to the room. “What do you know about my Pops? Nothing! Not a thing!”

“Tommy,” the lady said, and Taye didn’t know who the hell she was talking to but she was sure as hell looking at him. “I know he hasn’t been around and I haven’t always… said the nicest things about him, but we were married for eleven years. He’s your father and was my husband and you can’t hate me for what happened.”

Taye’s mind circled around these concepts like a moth orbiting a lamp bulb. Tommy. White hands, white voice. Mother, father, dead, big lawn, plastic airplanes. Did the homeless guy do this? He had to have. Where was he? Who was he? What happened?

The woman continued. “He was… well, two boys found him in the city. He was on drugs, they think, and I don’t know why, but he was in some tenement complex. I don’t know what happened to him, Tommy, but he was a very unhappy man and he must’ve made some very bad choices.”

Why did she keep calling him Tommy? A man found in a tenement, dead, drugs, spoon, needle, that smell. Two kids found him, not three? He was the third. He was the third.

He plopped back down in the chair.

The maid hurried over and patted him on the shoulder.

“Rosita,” the other woman said. “Please take the pudding to the kitchen and put it in the fridge for later. Then take Tommy back upstairs and watch some television -- cartoons or something -- with him, will you? I have…” She paused and looked at a spot on the floor. “I have things to do.”

And then she was gone.

Rosita disappeared with the bowl for a few minutes, then returned to lead Taye (Tommy?) upstairs. 

As he walked upstairs, his own words in a different voice haunted him. I wish that things were different. 

They were different all right.

But it would take him a long time to figure out if that was a good thing, or a bad thing.

 

***

 

Flipping it all around, switching the shit up, screaming on the ground, supping from my cup. The she-male giggled a husky giggle and sauntered up to the barrel-fire where four other hobos gathered. Wispy red ash blew from the fire like flies aflame, circling in the air for a second before turning dark and disappearing. 

“If it ain’t the freak,” one of the bums—a toothless skin-kite named Moseby—muttered.

“I feel good,” the she-male said, sucking in a tasty draught of burning air. 

“Shut up,” Hezzy Martha said, her leathery lips pulling back to show her nicotine teeth. “Got a cig? Or a sammich?”

The she-male ignored her. “I done up a good deed today.”

“That’s nice,” Moseby said, and spit into the fire. It sizzled.

“It is nice, motherfucker. I think it’s my last deed. I think it’s time to walk with the gods, know what I’m saying? Dance with those bitches. ‘Bout time, you ask me.”

“Uh-huh,” Scratch said, picking at one of his many sores lining his jawbone. “Glad to hear it, didn’t Hezzy tell you to shut the fuck up, you wormy little hermaphro –“

The she-male exploded outward into hot white light and itty-bitty black disjecta, like bits of pepper in a sea of glowing milk. In that moment, everything changed. Hezzy Martha became a man. Moseby became a woman. Scratch turned inside out, his organs still pumping on the outside of his red, slick skin. The fire turned to a cloud of frost and, for a moment, the street corner was no longer bathed in night but was lit by the day’s sun. And then it was over, everything was done, the three hobos who lived were weeping, Scratch gave an exhausted wet sigh and died, and the freak was pleased because it was all over, he/she was what he/she was. The journey was over, and now the end was just beginning.
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